ABSTRACT
FOR BETTER NOT WORSE:
CREATING HOLY MARRIAGES AND FAMILIES
by
John Robert Black
The following mixed-method study sought to help young couples change their
attitudes regarding issues that lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce. The research
identified historic shifts and transitions in North American views of marriage and
relationships, along with four foundational issues, unrealistic expectations, premarital
sex, cohabitation, and infidelity, as the focus of the study. While every issue
detrimentally influencing marriage is beyond the scope of this project, the research
demonstrates the identified historic transitions and foundational issues consistently
appear as factors that often lead to divorce and/or marital unhappiness.
The intervention project was a daylong retreat based on Wesleyan and Trinitarian
theology. The project was an attitudinal study and sought to determine if participants
changed their attitudes about the indentified issues because of participating in the
intervention project. To make this determination, all participants took a researcherdesigned instrument, the Foundational Issues Attitudinal Identification (FIAI), prior to
attending the retreat. At the conclusion of the retreat, all participants took the FIAI a
second time and then participated in a concluding interview to discuss the movement of
their responses (if any), as well as which specific areas of the retreat led to attitudinal
change.

The participants in the project are young adults ranging in age from 21-39 years
old. All of the participants are married, or engaged, and are at least causally connected to
a church in the Lake Charles District of the United Methodist Church. All of the
participants are planning, or previously participated in, Christian weddings. Nine couples
completed the entire project.
The FIAI consisted of seventy-two questions, which all participants completed
before and after the retreat to determine if the retreat led to any changes in their
responses. Analysis of the data showed statistical movement in all eight subscales, with
significant movement in the faith and marriage subscale and sexuality subscale.
Significant movement also occurred on particular questions within the infidelity subscale.
During the concluding interviews, the participant responses indicated five major
areas of the retreat led to attitudinal change. Two of the major areas, the teachings on the
Trinity and the purpose of marriage, received one-hundred percent affirmation as an
aspect of the retreat that led to changes in attitudes. Specific aspects of this portion of the
retreat noted by the participants include the Trinity is a selfless community; Trinitarian
love is a permanent/enduring love; and, the Trinity is a community of intimacy. Though
not unanimous, the teachings on the role of the church, Wesleyan theology and biblical
holiness, and understanding, applying, and extending God’s love all led to attitudinal
change in the participants.
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CHAPTER 1
PROBLEM
Introduction
Academic studies and the experiential realm of life prove that getting married is a
monumental event. Ideally, and in most cases, two people begin their marriage affirming
their love for one another, alongside hopes and dreams for a happy, enduring life
together. However, Bradford W. Wilcox, with the University of Virginia’s National
Marriage Project, reports, “For the average couple marrying for the first time, the
lifetime probability for divorce or separation remains between 40 and 50 percent” (77).
The hope is God will use this research not only to reduce that percentage but also create
vibrant and holy marriages.
No shortage of resources exists communicating the disarray within the current
nuclear family in the United States. Scholarly articles in journals of sociology,
psychology, behavioral sciences, marriage and family therapy, and religious publications
note the significant plight of the family unit within American culture. Even marriages that
do not end in divorce often possess high levels of conflict or dissatisfaction. A study
conducted by the University of Nebraska-Lincoln reports that “marriages from 19811992 reported lower levels of marriage satisfaction and higher levels of conflict” (Amato
and Rogers 1089). Weddings are often full of love and laughter yet the preceding
statistics demonstrate the joyful setting and romantic sentiments do not always remain
throughout the marriage.
The history of these trends show divorce and marital unhappiness are neither new
nor limited to one generation:
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Following a period of stable divorce rates during the post-World War II
period and 1950’s, the divorce rate began to increase during the 1960’s. It
doubled between 1966 and 1976, then leveled off during the 1980’s at a
historically high rate. (Amato and Rogers 1089)
An easy assumption is that people possess a pessimistic view of marriage in American
culture. However, despite the notoriously bleak statistics concerning divorce and marital
unhappiness and the number of children who have grown up in a highly divorced culture,
optimism remains for the future of marriage. To illustrate, Wilcox shows “the desire of
both boys and girls for a good marriage and family life has increased slightly over the last
few decades” (112). This contention is further evident by the increase in online dating
services, which often cite their percentage of matches that lead to long-term relationships
and marriage. Not surprisingly, “it is estimated that 85% of adults in the U.S. will marry”
(Wright, Simmons, and Campbell 223), meaning that an abundance of people desire a
lifelong, healthy, and happy marriage.
The preceding is true for all ages as “the vast majority of young people today
want to marry and have children” (Popenoe and Whitehead 4). However, despite the
frequency and intentionality of those entering marriage, young adults often possess many
foundational issues that lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce. Furthermore, today’s
young adults grew up in an era of historic shifts and transitions in American culture’s
understanding of relationships, identity, dating, and marriage. For example, Wilcox
shows “both boys and girls have become more accepting of lifestyles that are alternatives
to marriage, especially unwed childbearing and acceptance of premarital cohabitation”
(112). The permissive sexual worldview of American culture and its highly divorced
society has influenced young adults. Furthermore, many young adults often carry
emotional trauma into the beginning of their marriage. In a massive study of young
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adults, sociologist Christian Smith stresses that “[A] significant number of emerging
adults appear to have suffered hurtful if not devastating breakups involving romantic
partners with whom they thought they were very seriously involved, and often, they
assumed, on the road to marriage” (154). These experiences and mind-sets can create a
fragile state for many young adults at the beginning of their marriage, suggesting the
perpetuation of divorce and marital unhappiness rates.
Seeking to change the attitudes related to these identified foundational issues, this
project is for engaged or married young adults, ranging in age from 21-39. All the
participants are planning to participate, or have participated, in Christian weddings and
have at least causal connections to a United Methodist church. The ministry intervention
project, based on aspects of Wesleyan and Trinitarian theology, could serve as a catalyst
for the holiness of marriage, sanctity of the family, evangelism of young adults, and
strengthening of the church.
Purpose
The purpose of the research was to evaluate the changes in attitudes for engaged
or married young adult couples in the Lake Charles District of the United Methodist
Church as a result of a Wesleyan and Trinitarian intervention retreat focused on common
foundational issues that lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce that was presented at
a daylong retreat.
Research Questions
The following research questions provided the data identified in the purpose
statement.
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Research Question #1
What were the couples’ attitudes concerning the specified foundational issues that
lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce prior to completing the project? Participants
answered a pretest survey scored by a seven-point Likert scale.
Research Question #2
What were the changes, if any, in the couples’ attitudes concerning the specified
foundational issues that lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce as a result of
participating in the intervention project based on aspects of Wesleyan and Trinitarian
theology? Participants answered a posttest survey scored by a seven-point Likert scale
and participated in a concluding interview with me.
Research Question #3
What elements of the project, if any, led to the changes in attitudes on the
specified foundational issues that lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce? The
collection of this data occurred during the post-test interview.
Definition of Terms
The following foundational terms are part of this study.
Wesleyan
A theology that prioritizes personal and social holiness leads people both to
justification and sanctification, seeks to transform the world over social ills/concerns, and
stresses the power of the church. A significant aspect of Wesleyan theology focuses on
the potential for humans to change their attitudes and behaviors.
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Holiness
A staple of Wesleyan theology, holiness involves complete commitment to God
and aligning one’s life entirely on God. It includes faith in Christ, as well as trusting,
loving, worshiping, and obeying God, whereby believers seek to align their lives with the
holy nature of God.
Trinitarian
For this project, emphasis is placed on the relational aspects of the Trinity and the
belief that “human beings are created by a relational Triune God to be in significant and
fulfilling relationships” (Balswick and Balswick 18). A full treatment of the Trinity is
beyond the scope of this project. While I affirm orthodox doctrine regarding the Trinity
for the sake of this project, the majority of the contentions flow from relational
components of the Trinity.
Attitudes
For the purpose statement and research questions of this project, attitudes include
not only participant belief about an issue but also their potential behavior in relation to
those attitudes.
Young Adults
For the sake of this study, young adults will include an age range at a minimum of
21 years old without exceeding 39 years of age.
Ministry Intervention Project
I pursued this project to look at historical shifts and transitions of marriage, as
well as common foundational issues that lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce, and
the attitudes towards those issues engaged or married young couples possess. The project,
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a retreat based on Wesleyan and Trinitarian theology, intended to help people change
their attitudes towards identified foundational issues (e.g., unrealistic expectations,
previous sexual history, role of cohabitation, and increased opportunity for infidelity) by
participating in the retreat. The literature review revealed massive shifts and transitions in
common understandings of marriage, along with the preceding foundational issues, which
have considerable influence on the health and success of marriages in America today.
Major historic shifts influence how American culture understands human identity,
relationships, dating, and marriage. While many good social advances came from these
transitions, married life today has ventured into uncharted waters. While affirming many
of the social advances that occurred (such as gender equality and lessened social pressure
to marry early in life), many young couples possess attitudes that are detrimental to the
stability and longevity of marriage that the transitions helped created or influence.
Alongside the historic shifts, this project will look at four identified foundational issues:
unrealistic expectations, increased potential for infidelity, premarital sexual activity, and
cohabitation.
The participants answered the pretest questionnaire individually and then gathered
for a daylong retreat led, in addition to myself, by Rev. Dr. Doug Ezell, PhD, and Mrs.
Patti Ezell, MEd, MA. Both are licensed marriage and family therapists and licensed
professional counselors. Following the retreat, the couples answered the posttest
questionnaire individually, and then each couple met privately with me for the posttest
interview.
The hope was that young couples would change their attitudes towards the
historic shifts and foundational issues that can lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce

Black 7
from their participation in the ministry project. After completing the project, the
participants will have a greater awareness of the foundational issues, be educated in the
Wesleyan understanding of holiness and transformation, and have a stronger Trinitarian
foundation for their marriage, which can help them avoid the strife plaguing so many
young families in American culture today.
Context
All of the participants were located within the Lake Charles District of the United
Methodist Church (UMC), located in Lake Charles, Louisiana. Although the district
includes more than the city of Lake Charles, for pragmatic purposes, I targeted churches
in Lake Charles and within an approximate thirty-mile radius of the city. This area
contains three large Methodist churches (First UMC Lake Charles, St. Luke-Simpson
UMC, and University UMC), a large church in Sulphur (Henning Memorial UMC, just
outside of Lake Charles), and a midsize church (Moss Bluff UMC), which is located in a
growing area north of Lake Charles. I was formerly an associate pastor at St. LukeSimpson UMC and am currently the pastor of Moss Bluff UMC. A few midsized
churches surrounding the city of Lake Charles, a university (McNeese State, which has
an active Wesley Foundation of young adults), and the rural churches within the
previously mentioned thirty-mile radius were all invited to be part of the study. All nine
couples who participated in the study came from these churches.
Lake Charles is a port city in Louisiana and is home to a large gaming (casino)
industry. While some of the national recession adversely affected Lake Charles,
comparatively speaking, the economic downturn did not adversely affect Lake Charles.
In fact, economic and population growth is strong in this area, and over $800 million
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dollars of port-related industries are coming to Lake Charles in the future. While many
people are native to Lake Charles, the industries around the port, casino, and university
bring in a considerable amount of new residents. Thus, the context provided an eclectic
range of backgrounds for this study.
Methodology
The project used an explanatory, mixed-method approach and communicates the
impact and change, if any, in the attitudes of the participants as a result of participating in
the project. The pretest survey identified the participants’ existing attitudes towards the
historic shifts and foundational issues that lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce.
After completing the pretest survey, the participants attended the intervention project,
which is a daylong retreat emphasizing aspects of Wesleyan and Trinitarian theology.
Following completion of the intervention project, the posttest survey and interview
determined any changes in the participants’ attitudes from participating in the retreat. The
posttest interview also determined which aspects of the project led to the changes in the
participants.
Participants
I selected participants based on predetermined criteria. The engaged or married
young adults fit into the previously established context. Nine couples were part of the
study. All nine couples completed the entire project.
Instrumentation
A researcher-designed instrument yielded the desired data. The Foundational
Issues Attitudinal Identification (FIAI) survey, which measured quantitative data, and
posttest interview, which measured qualitative data and the effectiveness of the ministry
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project, assessed the couple’s attitudes at the various stages of the project. Each
participant completed the FIAI twice with the intervention project occurring in the
middle.
I designed the FIAI in consultation with Dr. Janet Dean, assuring the data
supplied by the participants aligned with the purposes of the project. I gave considerable
attention to the specified issues of the literature review to make sure that the data
corresponded to the established research. The construction of the FIAI went through
many revisions with my faculty mentor, proposal hearing committee, expert review team,
and Dean to confirm credible status of the instrument.
Variables
The independent variable was the ministry intervention project, which was a
daylong retreat. I led the retreat based on Trinitarian and Wesleyan theology along with
my colleagues Doug and Patti Ezell. The dependent variable was the change in attitudes
of the participants regarding the foundational issues that lead to marital unhappiness
and/or divorce.
Several intervening variables could have negatively affected the desired results.
The first variable was how seriously the participants took the project. While most couples
with whom I have worked with take these matters seriously, there have been a few
instances where couples (or one member of the couple) simply did not put forth much
effort. A second variable was the cultural uniqueness of South Louisiana, an area largely
influenced by a notoriously festive and partying atmosphere. People steeped in the Mardi
Gras culture of South Louisiana may recoil at holiness and sanctification; thus, a holiness
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void between the spiritual maturity of the participants and the theology of the project may
be present.
Another intervening variable was the participants’ honesty or lack thereof, which
had four possible shortfalls. First, people may not be honest about their attitudes and not
provide authentic answers. Perhaps they are embarrassed or perhaps they want to look
good in front of the pastor, but a lack of transparency would skew the results. A second
potential pitfall is that the participants could be simply feeling uncomfortable being
studied and could be provide only surface-level answers. Third, for the engaged couples
in the study, the possibility exists the participants might simply be going through the
motions in order to get married. Fourth, since I have a relationship with some of the
participants, they may simply want the project to succeed and offer enhanced answers.
In order to account for intervening variables, I sent a detailed consent letter sent to
all participants, along with making a phone call to all participants to address these
variables. During these correspondences, I assured the confidentiality of the entire project
and made sure they understood the main aspects of the project.
Data Collection
All nine couples completed the entire project over a period of three weeks. After
all the participants completed the FIAI, they all attended the retreat together. At the
conclusion of the retreat, I provided instructions to complete the FIAI for the second
time, which all nine couples completed within one week. After each couple completed
the FIAI for the second time, I conducted a concluding interview to discuss the impact of
the retreat.
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Data Analysis
I analyzed the pretest and posttest survey after the retreat, comparing the
responses to determine if the intervention project changed the attitudes of the
participants. The seven-point Likert scale of the FIAI provided the quantitative data,
which was a measurement of the participants’ attitudes towards the foundational issues
that lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce. My analysis of pre- and posttest data,
along with the posttest interview, showed whether the intervention project influenced the
participants in a way that changed their attitudes towards the identified issues that lead to
divorce and/or marital unhappiness.
Generalizability
One could generalize some portions of this project across denominational or
cultural lines, while other portions will be difficult to generalize and probably should
remain within the demographics of the targeted audience. For example, one could
generalize the holiness and Trinitarian aspects of the research ecumenically, as orthodox
Christian denominations all affirm the Trinity and biblical portrayals of holiness. I also
undertook rigorous academic approaches so researchers, students, and scholars could find
this data useful in scholastic settings.
However, I approached the theology of this material, particularly holiness, from a
Wesleyan perspective, with a commitment to the sanctifying and transformational
elements of holiness. Other denominations might emphasize different aspects of holiness,
which may limit the generalizability. Further, engagement with the Trinity did not
contain masculine commitments, focus on apologetic concerns, or seek to explain
philosophical issues. Rather, I emphasized relational and identity aspects, effects of
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salvation, and the healing nature of the Trinity. The degree to which people share those
interests will determine the generalized potential of the theological portions of the
project.
My statistical data could generalize across ecumenical and cultural lines, perhaps
even more than the theological components, for agencies concerned with studying the
health of the family unit in America and remedying the crisis many families face. As I
will note in forthcoming sections of this paper, the health and wholeness of the nuclear
family in America is a concern of many religious and even nonreligious groups. Thus, the
data of the literature review and findings presented in Chapters 4 and 5 could generalize
towards anybody working on marriage and family research, counsel, and guidance.
The study has at least four limitations. First, I limited the study to young couples
ranging in age from 21-39 years old. Second, the participants all live in Lake Charles,
Louisiana. Third, each couple had, or is planning, a Christian wedding and currently
participates at least nominally in a local United Methodist church. Fourth, the project
emphasizes Wesleyan theology, which represents a significant but relatively small
portion of Christians in the culture of the participants.
The primary beneficiaries from this project are the participants. A significant
number of marriages dissolve or exist with marital unhappiness, and this project has the
potential to benefit people by changing their attitudes toward issues that lead to marital
strife. The historic shifts and identified foundational issues that detrimentally influence
marriages are often present in the attitudes of young adults. Thus, many of the spouses
from weddings performed in churches, and many young married couples that belong to a
church, possess attitudes that often lead to divorce and/or marital unhappiness. This
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project has the potential to benefit young couples, helping them change their attitudes to
avoid the statistical trends evident throughout the literature review.
Theological Foundation
Almost immediately, the Fall of humankind in the creation narrative destroyed the
family. Throughout the patriarchal narratives, the family remained in disarray, and God’s
intentions were largely dependent on decisions of the covenantal family. While certainly
not the only hermeneutic, one angle of interpreting Scripture is through the lens of the
family unit, where the redemption and restoration of the family is part of the
eschatological journey of the church towards the new heaven and new earth:
The redemptive power of God has already broken into the present time,
and the form of this world is already passing away. The presence of the
Holy Spirit in the church is an eschatological sign, a foretaste and
assurance of God’s promised redemption. (Hays 7)
The aim of this project is not to debate nuances of theology but to show that aspects of
Wesleyan and Trinitarian theology could lead to the formation and transformation of
people, specifically in areas related to marriage and family. Another goal is to draw
young couples to participate in God’s redemptive plan by not only seeking to educate
people but also to challenge them to participate in the formation and transformation that
God wants to do in their lives and in the world. However, this growth is not meant to be
an isolated experience, but part of a greater understanding of spiritual formation within
the entire church, as the church “embodies Scripture’s imperatives in the life of the
Christian community” (7). A church whose families are rooted in discipleship and
holiness could also be evangelistic, furthering Scripture’s call for the people of God to be
a blessing to the nations and reach people with the light of Christ in a hurting world.
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My fervent prayer is for the holiness of God, abundantly flowing out of Christian
families, to be a significant way the church can shine the light of Christ to a lost and
hurting world. Healed and transformed families are one way believers can participate as
ambassadors in God’s redeeming and reconciling plan for the world in Jesus Christ (2
Cor. 5:19-20). Richard Hays summarizes the redemptive power that is possible in the
church of Jesus Christ, a power that, in this project, I connect to potential marital
concerns facing many young couples:
The God of Israel, the creator of the world, has acted (astoundingly) to
rescue a lost and broken world through the death and resurrection of Jesus;
the full scope of that rescue is not yet apparent, but God has created a
community of witnesses to this good news, the church. While awaiting the
grand conclusion of the story, the church, empowered by the Holy Spirit,
is called to reenact the loving obedience of Jesus Christ and thus to serve
as a sign of God’s redemptive purposes for the world. (193)
This type of theological approach will seek to identify the foundational issues that are
plaguing human families and then address those with aspects of Wesleyan and Trinitarian
theology. I believe Christians exposed to deeper levels of holiness and Trinitarian
theology can begin to reverse the longstanding damaging trends affecting marriages.
The foundational issues plaguing young couples today are not new creations but
the result of significant changes in many areas of American culture:
The behavioral trends of the quarter century following 1960 were
accompanied by substantial shifts in family attitudes and values in the
same domains. These years witnessed far-reaching changes in people’s
attitudes and values concerning gender roles, marriage, divorce,
childlessness, premarital sex, and out-of-wedlock childbearing. (Thornton
and Young-DeMarco 1011)
In the years that have followed, cultural shifts have only accelerated and intensified, and
Americans have witnessed continual increases in casual sex and cohabitation, divorce,
infidelity, promiscuous television and marketing, increases in no-fault divorce laws, and
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the emergence of online pornography. University of Louisiana-Monroe sociology
professor Dr. Neil R. White summarizes the confused state many young adults possess
because of experiencing childhood amid these shifts, yet also conveys the hope many still
share to experience a healthy and vibrant family in the future. He stresses there have been
tremendous and rapid changes in society since the 60’s, but the last 10 years have been
extremely rapid. The pace of change has actually created very confused people and the
future is hard to predict, though homogeneity probably will not occur with these current
trends. However, after ten years of teaching college students that grew up tossed back and
forth between these ideologies and statistics, amid upbringings that included a variety of
unhealthy or unstable family homes and experiences, the fact is most people still desire to
get married and have children. White’s assessment communicates both the concern for
the state of the human family as well as the opportunity to work with a large portion of
the population desiring eventual marriage.
Hays notes that Scripture means to help the church “respond faithfully to God’s
calling of the church to a common life of discipleship” (xi), and pastors and churches
have a tremendous opportunity to bring young married couples into a life a discipleship.
A large part of the pastoral role is “articulating the concrete implications of the Word of
God for the community of faith” (xii). Although Hays is not writing specifically about the
family, I believe one area of application inside the community of faith in desperate need
of the Word of God is young engaged or married couples. As the church joins the
“groaning of the world for redemption” (Rom. 8:22 NRSV) and awaits the parousia, the
Wesleyan view of holiness and sanctification of the family is yet another way “the Spiritendowed church stands within the present age as a sign of what is to come, already
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prefiguring the redemption for which it waits” (Hays 21). I believe applying the themes
Hays establishes empowers the church to address the tremendous plight facing families
today.
The current state of the family is very different from God’s desires. However, in
striving to recover the glorious intent of Eden, Christians become rooted in the familial
love of God, a relational love found in Trinitarian theology. Dennis Kinlaw echoes that a
Trinitarian understanding of love is the basis of the love that God intends for humans to
share, especially within the context of marriage:
Trinitarian love is best understood as an agape love, which came to be the
verbal symbol that was used to describe the relationship between the three
persons of the Holy Trinity and into which God wants to draw his
creatures. And Jesus came in order that this divine life of love could be
implanted in every human heart. (Kinlaw 16)
I hope and pray the Wesleyan and Trinitarian theology at the heart of this project will
bear such fruit.
Overview
The remainder of the paper will contains an in-depth literature review in Chapter
2. Expansion of the methodology occurs in Chapter 3, while Chapter 4 reports the
findings of the research. Chapter 5 concludes with a discussion of those findings.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE
Introduction
Marriages in North America continue to experience high levels of divorce and/or
unhappiness. The frequency of divorce started increasing in the 1960s and has escalated
in successive generations; thus, North American culture possesses a systemic,
multigenerational experience with marital discord. I wanted to determine initially if
common issues existed that led to divorce and/or unhappiness or if the various issues
involved were unable to provide valid measurements. The literature review indicates that
while it may be impossible to gauge every issue, significant historical shifts and
transitions, as well as some specific foundational issues, routinely appear as factors that
lead to divorce and/or unhappiness.
A distinguishing characteristic of this dissertation is that rather than being
diagnostic and/or reactive, the material is prescriptive and proactive; thus, the
intervention project contained various spiritual formation aspects to lessen the potential
for marital unhappiness and/or divorce. While knowledge and awareness of issues are
certainly important, and while cognitive learning is a large aspect of this project, I wanted
to introduce formational theology to help couples grow and transform. Therefore, rather
than simply coping, I hoped that couples would actually change their attitudes and
behaviors due to the spiritual aspects of the intervention project.
For the sake of this project, I identified specific foundational issues and
prioritized certain theological components. By foundational issues, I am referring more to
issues that couples bring into the marriage rather than issues that arise after marriage. For
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example, this study looks more at previous sexual experiences or cohabitation rather than
communication skills or raising children. In all likelihood, couples will experience a
range of issues throughout various stages of their marriages; however, for the sake of this
paper, only the identified foundational issues were part of the intervention: unrealistic
expectations, previous sexual relationships, cohabitation, and increased potential for
infidelity. I based the spiritual formation responses on particular aspects of Wesleyan and
Trinitarian theology. While I could not present each aspect of these rich and deep
theologies, I identified certain aspects and themes of each and applied them to the various
marital issues and family contexts noted throughout this paper.
Seeking to change the attitudes related to the foundational issues, this project was
for engaged or married young adults. All the participants are planning to participate, or
have participated, in Christian weddings and have at least causal connections to one of
the United Methodist churches noted previously. The ministry intervention project, based
on aspects of Wesleyan and Trinitarian theology, could serve as a catalyst for the holiness
of marriage, sanctity of the family, evangelism of young adults, and strengthening of the
church.
Purpose
The purpose of the research was to evaluate the changes in attitudes for engaged
or married young adult couples in the Lake Charles District of the United Methodist
Church as a result of a Wesleyan and Trinitarian intervention retreat focused on common
foundational issues that lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce that was presented at
a daylong retreat.
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This project touches on an important part of young adulthood: “For young adults,
the formation of intimate relationships is considered one of the central tasks of
development” (Wright, Simmons, and Campbell 223) and as noted earlier, the
overwhelming majority of adults in the United States marry. However, “in the 1990s,
about half of U.S. marriages ended in divorce” (Koenig, Revilla, and Weaver 22). Even if
a marriage did not end in divorce, no guarantee exists that the marriage was a happy
relationship. The National Fatherhood Initiative (NFI) reports “the percentage of people
who report being happy in their marriage has declined 20% in the past 25 years” (15).
The NFI further evidences the prevalence of unhappy marriages when it found “only 33%
of marriages today are both happy and stable” (5), demonstrating the importance of this
project.
America is a culture with a large number of divorces, and one’s family of origin
can have a lingering effect on current marriages. Citing this impact, a recent study
stresses, “Relationships, both with our family-of-origin and our family-of-choice, are
influential and complex contexts of development, and undoubtedly color the lens through
which individuals view the world” (Dennison, Koerner, and Segrin 429). Rather than
allowing new marriages to begin with a clean state, the troubling state of marriage often
creates a systemic mind-set that young adults carry into new marriages. The study
concludes by affirming the negative “influence of families-of-origin on current marital
outcomes” (434), which is a great concern considering “nearly 1 in 3 children born in the
U.S. in the 1990s will experience the disruption of a divorce” (Koenig, Revilla, and
Weaver 50). A large percentage of people, therefore, could bring negative family of
origin experiences into their marriages.

Black 20
Indeed, America is a culture with many unhappy or divorced homes, and research
provides “evidence that divorce and low parental marital quality have independent longterm negative consequences for child-parent relations” (Booth and Amato 32). While
certainly not suggesting the impossibility of emerging from a divorce unscathed, the
reality is many young people possess these detriments from their childhood and bring
those experiences into their marriages. Divorce can also often create tremendous financial
burdens on mothers, which can have a detrimental impact on the education of the
children:
Divorce typically leads to a dramatic decline in the standard of mothercustody families. It is well known that economic deprivation presents
obstacles to children’s school attainment. Most single mothers are unable
to afford private lessons, educational toys and games, books, home
computers, and other commodities that facilitate children’s academic
success. (Amato and Keith 43)
One can see why studies conclude, “Divorce is likely to be a stressful experience for
children” (44). Further, the “decrease in parental contact during childhood may result in
restricted kin networks later in life, with consequences for social support and
psychological well being” (44). The point is not to berate divorce; rather, the research
demonstrates the state of marriage is creating many young couples entering into marriage
with heightened risk.
One impact of growing up in a culture of divorce is the lack of confidence people
often have about their own marriages:
Seventy-five percent of women reported some expectation of divorce and
on average, they perceived there to be 13% chance of divorcing. When
asked if they expected to remain married to their spouse for life, 3%
indicated they did not. These results support the notion that newlyweds
enter marriage with at least some expectation of divorce. (Campbell,
Wright, and Flores 121)
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Sadly, many young people are unaware of the significant foundational issues that
increase the potential that their marriages may end in a similar fashion. This literature
review provides a broad history of the transitions in marriage, huge shifts that have
occurred in a relatively small amount of time that have created some uncharted waters for
the current understanding of marriage. While some of these historic transitions entail
good social advances, some unintended consequences have created some detrimental
influences on new marriages. After engaging these issues, the literature review then looks
specifically at four foundational issues that are a large part of the landscape of young
adults: unrealistic expectations, increased opportunities for infidelity, cohabitation, and
premarital sex.
This project does not seek to make the success of marriage the sole barometer of
morality in American culture or churches. Further, this project does not want to suggest
children of divorced homes are hopeless or doomed. Rather, it seeks to take seriously the
fragile nature of many marriages and families in America but in a manner that is
gracious, liberating, and redeeming. In addition, when talking with young adults,
especially about their sexual and relational past, I am not making character judgments but
simply drawing to their attention the potential impact these issues can have on their
marriages.
While a consensus model does not exist regarding the future of the American
family, a great deal of shared concern for the health and state of the nuclear family does
exist along with a great level of consensus across ideological spheres on the historic
transitions that influence today’s families. To assess the health of where couples are
presently and to help them discover attitudes that could shape their future, I will note the
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significant historical developments that have influenced the present-day state of the
nuclear family throughout America, which has been substantial in recent decades:
During the 20th century, human life was transformed in a number of
substantial ways, and perhaps the most fundamental transformation
concerned marriage. For example, prior to the 20th century, the most
common endpoint of marriage was death; during the 20th century, the most
common endpoint of marriage became divorce. (Pinsof 135)
Although I value many of the advances in the American understanding of gender,
marriage, and human identity, these seismic changes created unchartered waters with no
guidance to navigate a new phase of human existence, which had considerable influence
on the rates of divorce and marital unhappiness.
This project is not suggesting a rose-colored view of the past or a return to the
good old days of marriage and family. Though she overstates the case, I believe, in the
book The Way We Never Were, Stephanie Coontz effectively argues the dangers in
assuming the lower statistics of divorce of previous generations meant higher levels of
happiness in the home. While I celebrate the many wonderful advances regarding gender,
female earning power, freedom of relational choice, increased employment opportunities,
and diminished social pressure, some unintended consequences of these advances have
influenced the increases in divorce, sexual activity, infidelity, cohabitation, and marital
expectations.
The changes in the American understanding of marriage are undeniable and
“marriage has undergone a process of deinstitutionalization—a weakening of social
norms that define partners’ behavior—over the past few decades” (Cherlin 848). The
good news is the weakening, if not collapse, of the social norms Andrew Cherlin notes is
that it creates an opportunity for the establishment of Wesleyan and Trinitarian theology
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to help young couples begin to write new scripts and norms for marriage and family life.
To be sure, part of the purpose of this project is to provide such a script, a formative,
educational, and reflective understanding of marriage based on Wesleyan and Trinitarian
theology.
By identifying some of the major foundational issues that can lead to marital
unhappiness and/or divorce, couples can receive an invitation for a lifestyle of holiness
and participation in a covenant community, the church of Christ. This literature review
sought to accomplish these aims by looking at four major sections:
1. Historic shifts and transitions in the understanding and function of marriage
and relationships in nineteenth-century, twentieth-century, and twenty-first-century
America, specifically, the purpose of marriage, increase of lifespan, no-fault divorce
laws, and roles of women;
2. Current foundational issues related to marital unhappiness and/or divorce that
young couples may possess, specifically, unrealistic expectations, increased potential for
infidelity, previous sexual relationships, and cohabitation;
3. Wesleyan theology and biblical holiness by looking at various emphases
throughout Scripture and the Wesleyan movement;
4. Trinitarian theology, especially the relational characteristics of the Trinity.
Historic Shifts and Transitions
Several historic shifts and transitions in the understanding of marriage created a
new environment regarding the current landscape in which young adults exchange
nuptials. I am not suggesting all of the shifts are wrong and, in some cases, are healthy
social advances. Further, some of the shifts are intentional movements while others, such
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as increased lifespan, occurred with little thought or moral concerns. However, these
shifts all work together to create an understanding of marriage with very little precedence
or witness for healthy and holy marriages today and the near future.
Purpose of Marriage
For a variety of reasons, ranging from the increased mobility of most people to
the formative influence of relationships portrayed in Disney movies, “Americans tend to
marry for emotional satisfaction and romantic love” (Cherlin 848). However, Kelly
Campbell and David W. Wright affirm that while the preceding approach to dating and
marriage appears normal, “when placed in a historical context, the idea of marrying for
love is unusual” (“Marriage Today” 329). Throughout American history, various social,
economic, or political factors influenced marriage; however, “after the Industrial
Revolution, the basis of marriage began shifting toward love and personal fulfillment”
(329). Although this approach would seem to be a good thing, in reality, Coontz shows
that marriages based on love and personal choice are frequently more fragile and less
stable that historic marriages that had greater levels of social, economic, or political
motives (“Origins of Modern Divorce” 8-10). Again, while not suggesting a rose-colored
view of the past, there is great concern across ideological perspectives regarding the
mentalities of couples entering marriage in the present generation.
Cherlin notes the dwindling agrarian influence as one of the material trends
affecting marriage, as “the decline of agricultural labor and the corresponding increase in
wage labor” (851) gave people options to move away from the family farm or local
farming industries. As standards of living rose, mobility increased, and the national
economy grew, people now had vocational choices rarely experienced in American
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history. With large portions of people no longer confined to working on the family farm
or in local factories, a greater amount of movement and vocational options occurred
throughout the country. Further, with the expansion of vehicle accessibility, as well as
cultural phenomena such as drive-in theaters and dances, the circle of relationships in
which many people engaged greatly increased. As a result, dating increased, relational
choices increased, and marriage became less of a financial necessity and more of a choice
(Kiesling). Further, when combined with the increasing acceptance of premarital sex and
eventually cohabitation, the moral and spiritual standards regarding dating and
relationships weakened.
These influences were monumental in increasing the sentiments of marriage while
diminishing many of the historic functions of marriage, functions that today’s world may
discredit. Perhaps the current worldview, saturated with mobility, choices, and a plethora
of happily-ever-after sentiments, has downplayed some of the pragmatic, economic, and
functional aspects that undergirded the stability of the marriages of previous generations.
To be sure, marital shortcomings existed throughout American history. However, the
functional approach to marriage from the not-so-distant past helped create many
marriages that were far more stable and long-term than many people experience today.
Like many bedrock institutions of modernity, marriage has undergone significant
changes over the years. In a massive study of the transitions facing families in the middle
of the twentieth-century, E. W. Burgess and H. J. Locke saw early signs of a significant
historic transition in the worldview of many Americans. In the middle of the 1900s, these
authors wrote a book and noted the shifts of what they termed institutional marriage (i.e.,
unions influenced by pragmatic, economic, agrarian, or social factors/pressures) to
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companionate marriage, which were unions where institutional aspects started
diminishing as romantic sentiments and personal choice increased (The Family). Over the
latter half of the century, that trend would grow to its current apex of marriage largely
based on individual aspects of love, happiness, and personal fulfillment. Despite these
incredible advances in personal choice and happiness, alongside the reduction in
economic and social pressures to marry, the divorce rate and marital unhappiness rate
have skyrocketed. The companionate and individualized aspects of marriage, which I
believe Burgess and Locke correctly identify, greatly influenced the worldview of many
of the couples seeking marriage today, helping to create the unrealistic romantic
expectations and individualistic views of relationships that create unrealistic standards for
spouses to fulfill.
Increase of Lifespan
For a variety of healthy reasons, humans are living longer than previous
generations, and “a fundamental and unprecedented transformation in the lives of people
in the West in the 20th century was the increase in the human lifespan” (Pinsof 139).
However, rather than creating lengthier marriages, when humanity started living longer,
divorce increased, and “during the last half of the 20th century within Western
civilization, for the first time in human history, divorce replaced death as the most
common endpoint of marriage” (139). Despite the opportunity for longer marriages, the
opposite occurred: “As people in the West came to live longer, it appears that the average
duration of their marriages did not substantially increase. Instead, people dramatically
increased their use of divorce” (139-40). Unfortunately, living longer has not created
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lengthier marriages; in fact, the opposite has proven true, as living longer created more
time for people to get divorced.
No-Fault Divorce Laws
Getting a divorce in America is a relatively simple process:
[U]ndoubtedly, one of the most debated factors in the effort to explain and
account for the increase in divorce in the 20th century is the transformation of
divorce laws, specifically the implementation of no-fault divorce laws. These laws
took hold in the 1970s and allowed spouses to cite irreconcilable differences as
their reason for marital termination. (original emphasis, Pinsof 140)
I affirm the benefits of increasing the ease in which people can end an unhealthy or
terminate a marriage entered into under duress, plight, extenuating circumstances, or
social pressure. However, the access and simplicity of divorce from pragmatic matters
such as the availability, swiftness, and affordability of divorce have helped create a
highly divorced culture and gone a long way in altering the national view of marriage.
As divorce became more common and easier to attain, many of the cultural
stigmas lessened, tolerance of divorce increased greatly, legal matters become easier to
navigate, and divorce become much less psychologically distressing:
It is clear that the change in divorce laws in the last half of the 20th century
reflected a change in social values—a change that simultaneously
attempted to: 1) make divorces easier to obtain; 2) reduce the social and
legal stigma associated with divorce; and 3) reduce the psychosocial
trauma (blame and character assassination) associated with divorce.
(Pinsof 141)
Further illustrating, Arland Thornton notes, “Trends in attitudes toward divorce between
1962 and 1977 are both clear and dramatic. Over this 15-year period there was a
substantial movement toward more acceptance of divorce” (880). As American culture
made divorce easier to attain while receiving less social pressure to remain married, many
people took full advantage.
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Roles of Women
Changes in gender roles, experiences, and expectations have changed drastically
throughout American history. Two recent transitions that influence marriages are earning
power and contraceptive availability among females. I affirm these advances, yet neither
reduced the soaring divorce rates that accompanied this era. Quite surprisingly, these
empowerments, which should have remedied some of the significant challenges of
marriage, had little impact on the overall health of the human family:
What is most striking about these two variables is that they greatly
increased women’s choice. The income variable provided women with
economic opportunity and choice. It reduced women’s economic
dependence on men and provided them with opportunities to support
themselves that had not existed prior to the last half of the 20th century.
The contraceptive variable provided women with choice about when and if
to become pregnant. It opened biological options that did not exist
heretofore. (Pinsof 140-41)
In addition, with the increase in economic and reproductive power for women, William
M. Pinsof notes, “It is impossible to understand the transition to divorce in the last half of
the 20th century without considering the value shift associated with the rise of feminism”
(141). Again, while affirming many of the social advances that occurred during this era,
radical feminism brought challenges and changes that left many people confused and
even suspicious of varying spousal roles:
These changes were closely associated with dramatic and profound shifts
in the roles women took on in the family, in marriage, and in society in
general. These shifts also began a transformation of men’s roles within the
family and marriage, as well as a general reduction in patriarchy within
the broader society. They also led to a sustained serious of critiques of
marriage as an institution. (140)
The point here is not to debate feminism, for many feminist movements have pushed
humanity forward in significant ways. I only want to note that many young people today
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have inherited radical changes in the family roles and dynamics and may be unprepared
for how these shifts could affect their marriages. Further, some of the ongoing critiques
of marriage and family life have taken their toll over the years, and have undermined and
weakened the concept of lifelong, monogamous marriage.
The radical changes are often confusing for young couples and the epochal shifts
in gender roles in many ways put a greater strain on marriage. For example, although “the
distinct roles of homemaker and breadwinner were fading as more women entered with
paid labor force” (Cherlin 849), many of the entrenched roles did not change. Thus, while
“men do somewhat more work than they used to do” (849), the majority of domestic
affairs still fall on females. Sadly, while “families became more egalitarian between 1962
and 1977” (Thornton 875), in reality, many women still had performed traditional gender
roles while working full-time in the paid labor force. Even though women had increased
freedom and choice, in many cases the liberation actually created more work and stress
on many wives and mothers.
I am not suggesting a complete reversal of these trends because some of the
changes are a cause for celebration, since “the breakdown of old rules of a gendered
institution such as marriage could lead to the creation of a more egalitarian relationship
between wives and husbands” (Cherlin 848). Although many of these advances in society
are helpful some of them have negatively affected marriage:
When social change produces situations outside the reach of established
norms, individuals can no longer rely on shared understandings of how to
act. Rather, they must negotiate new ways of acting, a process that is a
potential source of conflict and opportunity. (848)
Unfortunately, as North American society ventured into the new frontier of understanding
marriage, divorce became an easy, accessible, and frequently sought remedy.
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Thornton expands this notion by stressing this era witnessed the “weakening of
the rules surrounding family behavior and the expansion of the range of acceptable
behavior” (873). Time has shown that these changes in family attitudes have continued
into the twenty-first century, creating systemic changes that occurred in a relatively small
time. Thornton furthers this notion by stressing that “the prescriptions governing many
dimensions of family life, including interpersonal relationships between women and men,
the formation and dissolution of intimate relations to marriage, and the bearing and
rearing of children” (873) were all altered. These sudden alterations created a “dramatic
and pervasive weakening of the normative imperative to marry, to remain married, to
have children, to restrict intimate relations to marriage, and to maintain separate roles for
males and females” (873). While many of these alterations reflected positive social
advances, nonetheless a major aspect of American culture changed relatively quickly,
leaving many people without a compass for entry into marriage and family life.
Current Foundational Issues
Despite the grim statistics, people still long for healthy marriage, for “Although
marriage is more unstable than ever, Americans continue to marry in large numbers”
(Campbell and Wright, “Marriage Today,” 329). With a sense of optimism, I would also
stress that “despite the dramatic changes in attitudes toward marriage in the 1960’s and
1970’s, there was no strong movement toward wanting to remain single” (Thornton 878).
Continuing, when people in America get married, “it is likely that they marry with good
intentions: they hope to maintain a monogamous, lifelong partnership with the person
they love” (Campbell and Wright 329). Despite the struggles noted throughout, and
despite the fact that “most people are more accepting of a diversity of behavior, they still
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value and desire marriage, parenthood, and family life for themselves” (Thornton 873),
which creates a fertile mission field for the church to shape new marriages.
However, despite the preceding optimism for a healthy marriage, behavior within
marriages is often unhealthy, and “given the high rates of infidelity and divorce, there
appears to be incongruence in the way Americans conceptualize marriage (i.e., as a
monogamous, lifelong partnership) and how they behave in marriage (i.e., infidelity and
divorce)” (Campbell and Wright 333-34). Equally as saddening and worrisome is that the
divorce percentage does not necessarily mean that all intact marriages are happy or
vibrant. Even though people in American culture continue to marry in high rates and have
good intentions when they marry, the sobering statistics regarding American marriages
and families remains. The literature review reveals some major foundational issues, in
many ways natural developments from the historic transitions noted previously, that have
the potential to disrupt the marriages of young couples today.
Unrealistic Expectations
A major shift in marriage was pursuing marriage out of love, rather than out of
some of the economic, agrarian, and social pressures more common in previous
generations. Campbell and Wright note, “The principal purpose of marriage in the United
States is love and satisfaction” (331), with a recent study of American newlyweds
reporting that “81% indicated their primary reason was love” (“Meaning of I Do”). While
this shift would seem to be a good thing, the rising divorce rate, marital unhappiness, and
infidelity statistics demonstrate otherwise:
Over time, perceptions of marriage in the United States have shifted from
a social obligation to a decision based on personal fulfillment. This shift
has been most pronounced for women who no longer rely upon marriage
for financial security. Marriages based on personal fulfillment are more
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fragile so when love declines and constraints do not exist, infidelity and
divorce are considered viable options. (Campbell, Wright, and Flores 108)
Multiple studies concur that American marriages are largely pursued from a perspective
of love: “Today, more than ever, marriage is based on love and personal fulfillment”
(109), which “represents a shift from the past, when individuals, particularly women,
tended to marry more for social, economic, or political reasons” (119). In another study
measuring the core beliefs that motivated people to marry “a majority (84%) of responses
pertained to relationship characteristics. The most commonly mentioned belief was that
marriage should be based on love” (119), demonstrating the centrality of romantic
sentiments in mate selection.
Alongside the preceding romantic influences for marriage, “young people today
have higher expectations for marriage than they did in the past” (Campbell and Wright,
“Marriage Today” 338), and “young adults hold unrealistic beliefs about what constitutes
a normal, healthy marital relationship” (Wright, Simmons, and Campbell 224). For
example, one unrealistic expectation is that “young adults viewed successful relationships
as having partners who agree on most issues” (232). This utopian expectation is
impossible for couples to fulfill and creates a false sense of reality. Further, this mind-set
diminishes the necessity of compromise and sacrifice that are part of healthy marriages.
While I agree that love and lofty expectations are certainly important criteria for
marriage, when allowed to run unbridled, unrealistic and even demanding expectations
can occur. Individual notions of happiness and personal fulfillment often flow from a
self-centeredness that can to marital unhappiness and/or divorce. Kelly Campbell, David
W. Wright, and Carlos G. Flores stress for couples “to succeed in lifelong marriage,
individuals need to adopt a ‘we’ rather than ‘me’-centered perspective” (119). I believe
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the Wesleyan and Trinitarian components of this project can help people adopt a more
we-centered attitude.
Despite the notion of two becoming one, typical of individualist cultures, even in
marriage, people tend to operate out of their individual feelings and love, expectation,
and personal fulfillment. In these instances, unrealistic expectations, or marriage
expectations based only on love, are not strong enough. The possibility exists that
American culture’s obsession with expectations, excess, and entitlements spilled over to
attitudes regarding marriage, virtually creating an impossible standard for most people to
reach.
One’s personal happiness can influence infidelity when approaching marriage
from the mind-set of personal fulfillment and happiness. “Individuals expect their
marriages to be passionate and exciting” (Wright, Simmons, and Campbell 224), which
does not appear alarming. However, an individualistic sense of entitlement and
expectation can create a mentality that leads to infidelity. In a unique study on how
boredom in the seventh year of marriage can affect the relationship, Irene Tsapelas,
Arthur Aron, and Terri Oruch conclude, “Simple boredom can shape relationship over the
long term,… and present boredom is positively correlated with a decrease in satisfaction
9 years in the future” (544). In a culture of media portrayals of exhilarating sex, couples
will have to remain strong and committed to one another if they encounter a dry season of
intimacy. I believe a Wesleyan understanding of holiness helps people grow in
Christlikeness to resist the bombardment of temptations in American culture. I also
believe relational aspects of Trinitarian theology can provide a purer understanding of
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relationships to avoid making regrettable decisions that can lead to marital unhappiness
and/or divorce.
An inability to understand this foundational issue has led many people to a path of
infidelity when their experience does not meet their expectations. Studies show that the
happiness of a spouse is a large influence of adultery. In a study of adultery, David C.
Atkins, Donald H. Baucom, and Neil S. Jacobson discovered that “respondents who
reported their marriages as pretty happy were twice as likely to report extra-marital sex
(EMS) as those in very happy marriages” (original emphasis; 746). Pretty happy is not an
emotional state that many people find acceptable, stressing the danger for couples to enter
into marriage with incredibly high expectations based on personal fulfillments and
romantic feelings. As further implication of this material, these researchers noted the
fluidity of this emotional spectrum, as “the association between relationship satisfaction
and infidelity exists on a continuum, and it is not only those people in unsatisfying
relationship who are at greater risk for EMS” (746). Thus, newly married or engaged
couples must understand that the tremendously high expectations many people possess
can be a threat to the marriage in various times and seasons of life; thus, a happy season
will not automatically be a permanent state of emotion.
Infidelity
Another major foundational issue young couples will face is the potential for
infidelity. When love fades infidelity becomes a viable option, and “although Americans
overwhelmingly disapprove of infidelity, extramarital sex is not uncommon” (Campbell
and Wright 334). Campbell and Wright stress, “With personal reasons as the basis of
marriage, individuals are more likely to commit infidelity or divorce when satisfaction
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and love decline” (332), and “there is a greater risk of infidelity and divorce in marriages
based on personal fulfillment because when love and satisfaction decline, individuals
look for need fulfillment elsewhere” (Campbell, Wright, and Flores 119). A portion of
this project will draw attention to the potential one’s attitude of personal fulfillment and
happiness can have regarding infidelity.
Stressing that a person’s individual happiness greatly influences acts of adultery,
Atkins, Baucom, and Jacobson conclude, “Participants who reported that they were not
too happy with their marriage were almost four times more likely to report EMS than
those participants who responded that they were very happy with their marriages”
(original emphasis; 745-46). Demonstrating just how significant a person’s happiness can
be, they also note that “respondents who reported their relationships were pretty happy
and not too happy were two and four times more likely, respectively, to have reported
EMS than respondents where reported that they were very happy with their relationships”
(original emphasis 742). While not too happy is more understandable, it is shocking that
even a person who reported pretty happy in their marriage was often not enough to
prevent acts of infidelity. Sadly, infidelity is increasing among both genders, with studies
confirming that “the differing rates of infidelity for men and women are becoming more
similar in younger cohorts” (736), a phenomena that should cause alarm.
The reach of infidelity is expanding, clearly crossing educational lines. Therefore,
even though “people with low education levels are more likely to have pessimistic beliefs
about marriage” (Campbell and Wright 332), one cannot ignore the fact that “participants
with graduate degrees were 1.75 times more likely to have had EMS than participants
with less than a high school education” (Atkins, Baucom, and Jacobson 743). Although
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advanced education often creates a materially abundant life, the comfortable lifestyle
does not create a level of happiness that prevents infidelity.
The reach of infidelity is enormous, as “respondents who were first married at a
young age showed a much higher likelihood of EMS” (Atkins, Baucom, and Jacobson
743); thus, one cannot assume that young love, which may not have a lot of the baggage
from previous relationships or sexual experiences, is immune from infidelity either.
Another example of an unintended consequence of a positive social advance is
that the increase of females in the workplace has increased the opportunities both genders
have to cheat: “One reason for the relatively high rate of infidelity is employment status.
In the past, men were significantly more likely than women to be employed, but today,
both sexes work outside the home” (Campbell, Wright, and Flores 109). Atkins, Baucom,
and Jacobson concur, noting, “It seems likely that the similar rates of EMS among men
and women less than 45 years of age are due in part to women’s greater presence in the
workforce and the opportunity for infidelity that comes along with it” (745). Part of my
study was a measurement of one’s attitudes towards workplace issues, which could help
couples minimize the risk of interoffice relationships.
Surprising, and perhaps even shocking, is that despite the high expectations of
marriage, along with romantic love being the overwhelming reason most people marry,
infidelity and divorce remain not only a common occurrence but a recognized potential
experience for many couples:
In a recent internet survey, newlyweds who had been married two years or
less, and who resided in regions across the US, were asked about their
expectations of infidelity and divorce. Approximately 50% thought there
was some chance (greater than zero) of experiencing infidelity in their
marriage and 72% believed there was some chance of experiencing
divorce. (Campbell and Wright, “Meaning of I Do”)
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Encouraging for the forthcoming discipleship aspirations of this project is that “religious
behavior showed a negative association with EMS, such that those who never attended
religious services were 2.5 times more likely to have had EMS than those who attended
religious services more than once a week” (Atkins, Baucom, and Jacobson 742). The
final session of the retreat communicated the importance of a faith community in one’s
marriage, showing that religious participation can help people avoid detrimental actions
in their marriages.
While some would contend monogamy is an outdated mode of relationship, I
support the belief that “sexual exclusivity expectations are important for understanding
the link between marital status and relationship quality” (Gatzeva and Paik 29), and that
as the research will show, marriage is the relationship through which one can achieve the
highest and most gratifying sexual relationship. Furthermore, studies show that
“permissive sexual attitudes and prior experiences are negatively associated with
relationship satisfaction” (29). Thus, this project stresses the importance for couples to
understand that one’s past cannot only create jealousies or insecurities but also be a
memory bank of experiences, to recall, which could be detrimental in times of sexual
dryness or overwhelming experiences in life that can impede the sexual aspects of
marriage. A Wesleyan understanding of holiness and sanctification can be an enormous
combatant against this practice. As a person grows in holiness, the transformation will
create holier actions, making infidelity an impossible option to embrace.
Cohabitation
Perhaps no aspect of marriage has undergone a more rapid transition than the
acceptance of and participation in cohabitation.
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No family change has come to the fore in modern times more
dramatically, and with such rapidity, as heterosexual cohabitation outside
of marriage. Within three decades in most advanced nations the practice of
non-marital cohabitation has shifted from being a widely eschewed and
even illegal practice to one which, increasingly, is viewed as a normal part
of the life course and a necessary prelude to, or even substitute for,
marriage. (Popenoe 429)
The acceptance of cohabitation has changed considerably, as “The growth of
cohabitation, which began in the 1970s but was not fully appreciated until it accelerated
in the 1980s and 1990s” (Cherlin 849), is a common occurrence in American culture
today. David Popenoe reflects on the rise of cohabitation:
In America before 1970, for example, cohabitation was uncommon, a
deviant and unlawful practice found only among people at the margins of
our society;…[however,] since 1970 the number of Americans living
together outside of marriage has increased more than 1,000%, with such
couples now making up about 10% of all couples. (429)
The practice of cohabitation has grown enormously, “As of 2002, over 50% of women
ages 19 to 44 had cohabited for a portion of their lives, compared to 33% in 1987 and
virtually none a hundred years ago” (430). These statistics illustrate the likelihood
cohabitation was present the lives of young adults and potentially affecting their
marriages.
Cohabitation is an increasing part of American culture, evidence by “the
percentage of cohabiting, unmarried couples in the U.S. increased from less than one
percent in 1960 to over seven percent of all couples by 1998” (Pinsof 147). This trend
continues to increase in the worldview and experiences of young adults today:
Non-marital cohabitation has become a normal part of the life course in
the eyes of more than half of young singles in the USA. Attitudes against
cohabitation, which were once predominant in this country, have given
way to acceptance, especially among the young. In the past 25 years the
percentage of high school seniors who “agreed” or “mostly agreed” with
the statement “It is usually a good idea for a couple to live together before
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getting married in order to find out whether they really get along” has
climbed from 45% to 64% for boys and 32% to 57% for girls. In a
statistically representative national survey of young adults between the
ages of 20 and 29, commissioned by the National Marriage Project in
2001, 43% agreed that “you would only marry someone if he or she
agreed to live together with you first, so that you could find out whether
you really get along.” (Popenoe 430)
Certainly, the issues of cohabitation are complex; however, empirical data consistently
affirms that cohabitation “has led to dramatic declines in marriage rates and contributed
to high levels of unwed births and lone-parent families, thus negatively affecting child
wellbeing” (429). Popenoe continues to stress the concerns of cohabitation:
Moreover, it should come as no surprise that at the same time cohabitation
rates have skyrocketed, marriage rates have plummeted, as the yearly
number of marriages per 1,000 unmarried women age 15 and older has
dropped by nearly half since 1970, from 76 to 41 in 2005. (430)
For the church to reach young adults and strengthen young families in American culture,
in all likelihood cohabitation and its lingering effects will be part of the process.
Cohabitation has lost its social stigma, becoming normative for young adults, and
“is replacing marriage as the first living together experience for young men and
women…. At the beginning of the new millennium, well over half of brides have already
lived together with a boyfriend” (Popenoe and Whitehead 1). However, equating
marriage and cohabitation has had negative results:
Cohabitation in place of marriage should be considered a major societal
concern. For one thing, marriage typically brings with it, according to an
abundance of research, many benefits for those involved. Married people
tend to be happier, healthier, wealthier, and they live longer. The available
empirical evidence suggests that these benefits of marriage diminish
considerably if the marital bond is replaced by non-marital cohabitation.
(Popenoe 430)
Popenoe continues by stressing, “The evidence is now clear that people who marry after
cohabiting (assuming that they are not already engaged or committed to each other when
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they first cohabit) tend to have a higher chance of breakup” (430). Furthermore, children
can complicate these relationships:
More than 40% of cohabiting couples today have children, and the
percentage is growing partly due to a declining propensity of cohabiting
couples to convert to marriage. Cohabiting couples have a significantly
higher dissolution rate than married couples, thus putting more children
through the stress of family break up and the probable loss of one
residential parent. (430)
Rather than echoing much of the harmful rhetoric about morality and cohabitation or a
probe into one’s past, this project hopes to convey the harmful potential cohabitation
could have on one’s marriage.
Far from being a fleeting fad or necessary only in the face of poverty-influenced
conditions, “cohabitation is becoming accepted as an alternative to marriage” (Cherlin
849), and “in the United States, states and municipalities are moving toward granting
cohabiting couples some of the rights and responsibilities that married couples have”
(850). A future concern for the universal church may be whether or not to equate
cohabiting couples to marriage, not just for how a couple is presented to the body of
Christ but also regarding the hiring of church staff, granting of church membership, and
the vows parents make in infant baptism.
Not every cohabitating relationship will suffer these consequences, and certainly
not every orthodox relationship will be healthy and holy. However, cohabitation is a
foundational issue that multiple studies affirm as detrimental to marriage:
Cohabitation does not reduce the likelihood of eventual divorce; in fact, it
is associated with a higher divorce risk. Cohabitors are estimated to have a
hazard of dissolution this is about 46% higher than for noncohabitors.
(Popenoe and Whitehead 4)
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The preceding suggests the continuation of rising cohabitating couples. Therefore, since
“living together before marriage in one of America’s most significant and unexpected
family trends” (3), the church must educate couples on the lingering impact cohabitation
often creates.
Premarital Sex
A final foundational issue is the attitude toward premarital sex. Prior to 1960,
culture stigmatized premarital sex, and to engage in such practices was to risk social
shame, especially for women. However, “the sexual revolution of the mid-to-late 1960’s
marked a change in sexual practices, increasing both the amount of sexual activity
outside of marriage and the number of partners people have over their lifetimes” (Joyner
and Waite 247). Thornton notes, “69% of the young women and 65% of the young men
in 1965 said that premarital sex was always or almost always wrong; these numbers were
24% and 21%, respectively, in 1972, a decline of approximately 45 percentage points for
both groups” (883). While this era could be viewed as a perfect storm of youthful
rebellion, Thornton writes that while not as high of a percentage, still a marked increase
exists in views of sexual activity outside of marriage in older adults as well. Thornton
adds these declining trends among older adults continued to increase in the subsequent
decades:
For older people it appears that the trend toward less restrictive attitudes
toward premarital sex observed in the late 1960s and early 1970s
continued throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Between 1972 and 1978 the
percentage of older women saying that premarital sex was always or
almost always wrong had declined from 62% to 52%, and by 1986 the
figure was 45%. (885)
Interestingly, as noted in the General Social Survey, a national demographic
measurement, an increase occurred in the number of older adults thinking birth control
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should be available to teenagers “from 74% in 1974 and 77% in 1977, and 82% in 1983.
For younger adults during this time period the percentage approving was 89% or higher”
(Thornton 885). I am not surprised that these transitions have created a highly sexually
active culture. In fact, “in the wake of changing sexual patterns, sexual concurrency
among non-married individuals is more prevalent than extramarital sex in the United
States” (Gatzeva and Paik 29). This shift is a tremendous foundational issue for young
couples because it increases the likelihood they have been sexually active, which can
affect their marriage because “permissive sexual attitudes and prior experiences are
negatively associated with relationship satisfaction” (30). If young adults carry these
negative associations into their marriage, the possibility exists for those previous
relationships to affect the marriage negatively.
Unfortunately, “Western society does not promote intimacy, particularly with
regard to partner sexuality” (Armstrong 281), which means sexual relationships often
occur outside of God’s design and intent. In the pastorate, one often meets people who
have had sexual experiences that create feelings of shame, regret, and remorse. The hookup culture leaves many young people with a skewed view of intimacy, and “instead of
achieving meaningful connections, people often engage in sex with minimal feelings for
another. In the desperate search for intimacy, these individuals may find only a
perfunctory act, void of meaning” (282). Sadly, many people will enter their marriages
with distorted views of sexual intimacy or a sexual history they regret.
However, rather than just being a way of analyzing historical transitions or
identifying foundational issues, my project hopes to show that aspects of Wesleyan and
Trinitarian theology could be part of the solution to family strife. With a lack of
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normative prescriptions, alongside deep-rooted issues of unrealistic expectations,
infidelity, cohabitation, and pre-marital sexual relationships often brought into marriage,
one must wonder if the marriages occurring in Christian churches in America can prosper
or perpetuate the sobering statistics presented earlier. I believe church can offer a remedy
and contend that faith can have a proactive influence rather than a therapeutic response.
Wesleyan theology, along with orthodox Trinitarian theology, could offer the necessary
formation for health and vitality rather than being a theology relinquished to helping
people pick up the pieces with everything crumbles apart.
Wesleyan Theology and Biblical Holiness
Many aspects of Wesleyan theology, particularly the Wesleyan order of salvation
that includes an emphasis on the new birth in conversion, transformed will during
sanctification, social transformation, and the emphasis on biblical holiness can be a
remedy to the foundational issues plaguing marriages and families. I believe this same
theology can also be a means by which the nuclear family in American culture can thrive
with a sense of vibrancy, joy, and spiritual virtues. As participants learned more about
these aspects of God and reflected on their lives and relationships during the retreat, I
trust the Holy Spirit can help them change their attitudes and begin to work in their lives
in formative, healing, and maturing ways.
The New Birth
A staple of Wesleyan theology is the belief that conversion entails new life and is
the beginning of a lifetime of holy living. Indeed, “for Wesley, the faith through which
one is justified and born anew is not a dead faith, devoid of works, but is ever active
through the rich sanctifying grace of God” (Collins, Faithful Witness 139). However,
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though many people and marriages possess justification, the lack of sanctification leaves
people trapped in the strife that occupies families in American culture and throughout the
church. Kenneth J. Collins writes, “Though the new birth is a remarkable and gracious
work of God in the soul, it does not constitute the entirety of what Wesley meant by
redemption. Indeed, the hearts of those who have been justified by faith are not wholly
purified” (138). A rudimentary understanding of justifying faith, with little understanding
of the newness of life, sanctification, and holiness that are central components of
Wesleyan theology, will further the marital plight and discord presented in this research.
A Wesleyan understanding of the new birth, which leads to a transformed will and
pursuit of holy living, can have an enormous impact on the future health and vitality of
marriages and families. Wesleyan theology stresses having the mind of Christ:
The fruition of sanctification is conformity to the mind of Christ; always,
for Wesley, the Holy Spirit reinforces our life in Christ. Christian
perfection is progressive, a continual renewal of love and growth in love.
Both realized and being realized, it is love that matures into greater love.
(Langford 36)
No matter what foundational issues a person may bring into their marriage, incorporating
this type of theological lifestyle could be a remedy to the ills plaguing young couples
today.
The Sanctified, Transformed Will
Another great staple of Wesleyan theology is the belief in transformation, where
people can actually change from detrimental parts of their lives and experiences. In
speaking of the newness of life from faith in Christ, Collins writes about this new
identity:
[It] entails a true transformation, a vital cleansing of the heart, that
believers are not just positional holy (relative change) but actually are holy
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(real change). In other words, the life of God, the mind of Christ with all
its affections and tempers, has been implanted in the soul in some measure
by the presence of the Holy Spirit. (Faithful Witness 69)
Many marriages today need the depth and breadth of transformation. Wesley’s theology
communicates that faith in Christ, human obedience, and the power and presence of the
Holy Spirit could lead people to the transformation needed for holy living. Indeed, “the
new birth marks the beginning not simply of an incremental change, not merely one of
degree, but of a qualitative change that issues in a distinct kind of life, a life that men and
women cannot bring about by themselves” (Scripture Way 113). This concept reinforces
the evangelical and discipleship themes addressed previously with the hope being that
this material could bring young adults into not only a saving faith in Christ but also the
beginning of a journey of personal and familial holiness.
Ted A. Campbell furthers this concept by noting that the “new birth or
regeneration marks the beginning of the quest for Christian holiness, or sanctification”
(58). When one considers the following definition of what a sanctified life can be, it is
one can imagine what the church and the world might be if every wedding pastors
officiated pursued this glorious theology:
Sanctification denotes in the first place the transformation of our will and
affection. We as human beings come to love and desire that which God
loves, so that the pursuit of sanctification is the pursuit of ultimate joy, and
we do what is right and avoid what is evil because that is what our
transformed wills truly desire. (58)
One of the strongest priorities of Wesleyan theology is the connection of salvation to
sanctification, stressing, “Justifying faith is not the end or goal of the Christian life, but
only its beginning” (Collins, Scripture Way 171). Campbell also supports the idea that
sanctification must follow justification:
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New birth is the beginning of the new life in Christ, a life of growth in
holiness,… The Christian believer not only dies to sin in justification but
also is born again to a new life in Christ. This new birth or regeneration
marks the beginning of the quest for Christian holiness, or sanctification.
(58)
To be sure, many young couples bring pain to their marriages. The human will is often
influenced by a range of foundational issues that often include growing up in a culture
with high levels of divorce, a sexually permissive society, increasing rates of
cohabitation, and increased opportunities for infidelity. Despite these legitimate forces,
Wesleyan theology maintains salvation is not only a matter of eternal destination but also
an invitation for a changed life.
Wesleyan theology insists human wills can change, and rather than turning
towards the brokenness of life or the sinful aspects people face, God can transform
humans and give them hearts and minds bent on God’s holy virtues. As people are
transformed, they can begin to embody holy characteristics, which can prevent their
marriages from experiencing the disparaging results so many face in American culture.
Campbell explains how Wesleyan theology leads to transformed and holy lives:
On the Wesleyan understanding, sanctification denotes in the first place
the transformation of our wills and affections. We as human beings come
to love and desire that which God loves, so that the pursuit of
sanctification is the pursuit of ultimate joy, and we do what is right and
avoid what is evil because that is what our transformed wills truly desire.
(58)
If the ministry project can help couples begin to move in this theological understanding,
it will have a profound impact on their relationships.
Social Application and Transformation
Applying themes of Wesleyan theology to contemporary family struggles should
not be difficult because one of the greatest strengths of Wesleyan theology is its
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flexibility and adaptability to cultural struggles. For Wesley, “the task of theology is to
interpret the gracious presence of God rightly and to apply it effectively” (Langford 23).
Applying this theology clarified that the social ills of eighteenth-century England were
not the same as the emerging North American culture. Initially, “the struggle of the
Wesleyan movement in the United States centered in the dual effort to maintain the
identity of its own tradition while at the same time remaining responsive to new
developments” (89). The adaptability became evident as Wesleyan theology could indeed
respond to those new developments and blaze the frontier of the new nation with the
liberating message of holiness:
Perhaps most important of all, Methodism was, along with the American
spirit, pragmatic. Reasons for the success of the Methodist revival in
North America were multiple, but among them was the fact that this
movement not only adjusted to the New World but also accommodated
itself to the growing edges of the new land. (89)
Throughout North American history, the Wesleyan movement has continued to adapt to
address various social ills. As the country grew and developed, various articulators of
Wesleyan theology sought to apply holiness to the ever-changing context.
One significant period of application of Wesleyan theology to social ills was the
close of the nineteenth century and the work of Hugh Price Hughes: “In Hughes,
Wesleyan theology was married to a fierce social conscience” (Langford 64) as he took
up “such issues as education, temperance, peace, labor, and economic life” (64). For
Hughes “the application of the Gospel message to the social context became a burning
passion, a dominant obsession” (64), leaving a legacy for future Wesleyan practitioners.
Hughes brought attention to the social ills of his era, and his use of Wesleyan theology
helped him bring liberation to people suffering from cultural strife. As the literature
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review affirms the depravity of American society regarding family issues, I believe God
is opening yet another place for Wesleyan theology to address a social crisis, namely the
state of marriages and families because they are in desperate need of holiness and the
redeeming, transformative, and sanctifying aspects of Wesleyan theology.
Without question, part of the contextual landscape facing twenty-first-century
Wesleyan practitioners is the health of the human family. American culture and churches
are full of people with the same foundational issues leading families toward marital
unhappiness and/or divorce. The good news is that this review also demonstrates that
Wesleyan theology has a rich history of bringing people either to initial or restored faith
in Christ, drawing them into the life of the church and placing them on a journey of
discipleship as they embark on the spiritual path of holiness. The historical witness shows
the flexibility and adaptability of this transformational theology. Wesleyan theology
allows God to move in limitless ways and capacities.
An important question to consider is whether the Wesleyan theology undergirding
this project has a history of producing the desired transformational results. Many
examples show the flexibility and adaptability I have claimed and research shows the
historical witness of Wesleyan theology has an enormous corpus of ministries in various
settings demonstrating these claims to various cultures, contexts, and social ills. From the
onset of his adult life, John Wesley was committed to applying his theology to prisons,
labor concerns, educational issues, poverty, gender discrepancies, slavery, and
alcoholism. For “Wesley, holiness thus encompasses personal, social, and civic life, a
new relationship with God leading to love that takes initiatives” (Frost 2). The initiative
to combat social ills has been a constant aspect of Wesleyan theology. Some examples
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include inspiring world-changing movements such as the Salvation Army, operating the
massive disaster response agency United Methodist Committee on Relief building
hospitals/clinics/shelters/orphanages all over the world, establishing countless
schools/universities/scholarships, and influencing the political process through agencies
such as the General Board of Church and Society.
Wesleyan theology helped create the holiness movement, which birthed or
influenced countless movements such as the previously mentioned Salvation Army,
denominations such as the Church of the Nazarene and Wesleyan Church, campaigns
such as Volunteers in Mission and Imagine No Malaria, the Great Awakenings, and the
spread of Pentecostalism throughout the world. In the Louisiana Annual Conference, the
UMC operates two universities, including one of the oldest African-American colleges in
the south, three children’s homes, and remain deeply invested in the Lydia Patterson
Institute, a school for children on the Mexican border. Louisiana is also home to Sager
Brown Depot (the host site where majority of flood buckets are stored for global
distribution), offers numerous Kairos prison ministry weekends, and lives in a covenant
missional relationship with places in Mexico, Russia, and Africa. Indeed, no place or
social ill seems to exist to which Wesleyan theology is not able to respond with the hope
of Christ.
Commenting on just the social impact of Methodism, Brian Frost writes about the
depth and width of Wesleyan theology alleviating social ills and struggles throughout
history:
Methodist’s work with children and young people is legendary. But
housing associations, chiropody clinics for older people, cinemas showing
decent films, racism awareness courses, psychotherapeutic counseling,
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homes for older people—the list is endless—have also been products of
their concern to bring wholeness to people in need. (ix)
Certainly, the list is endless, and woven into the DNA of being a Wesleyan adherent is
brining that type of restorative wholeness to the fallen world. I believe this project joins
the countless efforts as part of the redeeming work of God in the world, contextualized in
this case to the plight of marriages in North America.
A simple cursory glance throughout the Wesleyan heritage provides one with
ample confidence in the ability of Wesleyan theology to address a variety of social ills.
The sophistication and scholarly advancements of the North America context of this
project has done nothing to diminish the relevance and potential of Wesley’s theology
addressing marital plight. Virginia T. Holeman, stressing the practical and applicable
nature of Wesley’s thought, asserts that if he were alive today, he would find a way to
connect his theology to the most pressing needs of his cultural context:
He probably would have developed an app that his iterant clergy could use
on their smart phones to address their parishioners’ relational and
emotional distress so that the poorest of them would have access to some
level of sound mental health care. (372)
While this quote may create an initial grin, the point is brilliant—Wesley’s theology has
the ability to adapt to countless contexts, generations, and eras. Holeman utilizes aspects
of Wesleyan theology, connecting it to the highest levels of counseling theory and
technique. She stresses that Wesley had “an overarching concern for lived Christianity”
(original emphasis; 373) and that Wesley “expected that God would really transform
people—in their thought life, their emotional life, and in their relational life—once they
were filled with God’s love” (original emphasis; 373). Along with accompanying the
historic witness for the transformation potential of Wesleyan theology, Holeman’s work

Black 51
gives further academic credence to the claims made in this paper—that Wesleyan
theology continues to play a prominent role in the shaping of human life and behavior.
Thus, the Wesleyan theology undergirding this project ought to have an impact on
the marriages of the participants. Christian theology in general and Wesleyan theology in
particular, has the ability to address human plight and offer pathways to receive God’s
healing grace and transformative power. Wesleyan theology has always found a
liberating home throughout the history of American Methodism: “Theology never exists
in isolation from its context, and the tumult of American life—from new nationhood to
slavery, to questions about accommodation to culture, to church separation, to civil
war—affected the theological development of the Methodist movement” (Langford 87).
As demonstrated, Wesleyan theology, with its emphasis on holiness and sanctification,
has a powerful legacy of addressing social ills in varying contexts. An intervention must
occur to reverse the marital trends in America, and I believe Wesleyan theology could be
the needed antidote.
Emphasis on Biblical Holiness
I wanted to demonstrate to participants that the Wesleyan expression and priority
of holiness is rooted in Scripture and flows out of God’s Word, rather than from an
outdated church tradition, stale doctrine, or rigid ecclesial dogma. Furthermore, I wanted
to show this project is far more than spiritual self-help or basic civic morality wrapped in
a theological package. Rather, the application of holiness to cultural contexts and
struggles is a frequent aspect of God’s revelation and seeking to apply holiness to today’s
marriages is a spiritual matter flowing out of the bedrock of Scripture. Participants can
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see this project as a continuation of the story of God, applying the canonical witness of
humanity’s redemptive journey to their marriages.
Wesleyan theology places a premium on biblical holiness, and the following will
demonstrate the immense witness in Scripture towards holiness, particularly in the life of
Ancient Israel and in the New Testament church. I will show how certain aspects of
holiness have been important components of historic Wesleyan applications to personal
and communal transformation. Application of these aspects could potentially remedy the
current struggles plaguing marriage and family in American culture.
A Covenant People Set Apart for Holiness
The concept of a covenant people set apart as witnesses to God’s holiness is a
foundational aspect of God’s divine revelation in Scripture. Jon D. Levenson writes about
the importance of covenant: “The experience of Sinai … was perceived as so
overwhelming, so charged with meaning, that Israel could not imagine any truth or
commandment from God could have been absent from Sinai” (18-19). At Sinai, Ancient
Israel would now interpret their life in a covenantal relationship with God. Part of the
covenantal life with God would be receiving codes and guidelines that shaped and
formed their lives. In their massive survey, William Sanford Lasor, David Allan
Hubbard, and Frederic William Bush write about the totality of ancient Israel’s life with
God:
Since Exodus 19:1, the Israelites had been encamped in the shadow of Mt.
Sinai. They had experienced the great redemptive act of Yahweh that
would remain central to their faith for all generations.… Yahweh had
declared he was their God and they were his people. But how was this
relationship to be maintained? The Israelites could not dwell forever at Mt.
Sinai. They were to settle in the land where they could experience the
benefits of being his people. Moreover, they were to become the source of
blessing to all nations. (80)

Black 53

At the beginning of Scripture, God established a covenant people set apart for holiness.
Two potentially powerful connections for people could come from understanding life as a
covenant. First, in a world of frequent divorce and separation, the concept of a covenantal
God of permanence could be a powerful understanding of commitment. Second, because
the couples in this study are at least nominally religious and are planning, or had, a
Christian wedding they can connect their ceremony not only to their commitment to each
other but also to being part of God’s ongoing plan for Christians to be holy people.
Holiness was a distinct part of life as God’s covenant people, and the concept of
holiness is woven throughout the Bible, appearing prominently early in the Torah in
Leviticus. The book of Leviticus “is made of two big blocks of material with chapters 116 as the first block and chapters 17-27 as the second, which is termed the Holiness
Code” (Kaiser 986). Quite definitely, “the keynote to the book of Leviticus is holiness to
the Lord, a phrase occurring some 152 times” (997), which 20:26 exemplifies, stating
“You are to be holy to me because I, the Lord, am holy, and I have set you apart from the
nations to be my own” (Lev. 20:26, NIV). Holiness is championed throughout, “as the
Hebrew root for holy occurs as a verb, noun, or adjective 150 times in Leviticus” (Kaiser
985). The frequency and intensity by which God spoke to the biblical ancestors regarding
holiness demonstrate the significance holiness has always played for God’s people.
Holiness was clearly intended to be a formative aspect of the people of ancient
Israel because the codes were “given to Israel to live as a holy nation in fellowship with a
holy God” (Benware 63). Brevard S. Childs stresses this concept by noting, “Israel, as a
covenant people, is separated unto God and her life is to reflect the nature of God, which
is above all holiness” (87). Long before conceived in the mind of Wesley, holiness was a
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dominant theme established early in the canon of Scripture. Adherence to the Holiness
Codes of Leviticus were a means by which “individuals [were] called to act, think, and
live holy lives patterned after the norm established by the character of God” (Kaiser 997).
Furthering this concept, Wesley would later say, “[H]oliness is the active work of the
Holy Spirit to which the human spirit is called to respond, evoking love as the dominating
motive of life” (qtd. in Langford 35) whereby the “Christian life is rooted and fulfilled in
loving grace” (20). Through Wesleyan theology, marriage could be understood as part of
covenantal life as the people of God. Additionally, if the all-encompassing aspects of
holiness, as seen in Leviticus, could fill the void left by the deterioration of social
prescriptions addressed previously as the guiding influences of family life in America, a
remedy could emerge to combat the dismal trends of marriage.
Holiness in the Transformation of Community and Society
If couples understand their marriages as relationships set apart for the holy work
of God, they can see that Leviticus portrays a theme that encourages the connection of
theology to the modern-day struggles of marriage, both within the church and throughout
the culture as well. The reach of holiness is endless because “the laws of holiness are
addressed not to selected individuals but to the entire community of Israel. Instead of
attempting to produce a select group of pure individuals, the laws aim at producing a holy
people, a holy nation, who collectively will be a royal priesthood, a rich treasure
belonging to God” (Kaiser 997). In the fifth major section of this literature review,
evidence is shown that even secular studies stress that the health of marriage and families
has an enormous impact on the stability of society. As Leviticus understood, the health of
each individual affected the overall health of Israel, so, too, should couples understand
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their relationships are not an autonomous existence concerning them only but a way they
participate in the health of modern society.
God intended for holiness to permeate the individual lives of ancient Israel and
their communal life, also, which is a powerful way for Christians to understand the
holiness of individuals but also the relevance of the church in an era of a diminished role
in the importance of the church. Wesley so brilliantly weaved the individual and
communal together, stressing, “The Holy Spirit challenges believers to full maturity in
Jesus Christ; and the Holy Spirit gathers believers into worshipping and serving
communities. The church is the community of the Holy Spirit” (qtd. in Langford 37).
Holiness invites Christians to see the church as a Holy Spirit community, which can have
an immediate shift in how they perceive their roles at the church in creating unions of
holiness for the couples themselves and for the health of society.
Ever-present in the life of Christians’ Hebrew ancestors (and eventually the
Church of Jesus Christ) was the extension of the Abrahamic commission of being a
blessing to the nations. God did not intend for holiness to stay within the boundaries of
ancient Israel or lie dormant within the walls of the church; rather, holiness intends to
shape the people of God for empowerment as God’s witnesses to the world:
As expressed in the covenant with Abraham, these beneficiaries of God’s
covenant are to be mediators of blessing to the nations at large. The
Levitical laws are intended to train, teach, and prepare the people to be
God’s instruments of grace to others. One of the key purposes for the laws
of Leviticus is to prepare Israel for its world mission. What Israel
communicates most immediately to the nations is the character of God,
especially the deity’s unapproachable holiness. (Kaiser 987-88)
This quote resonates with the following New Testament passages and teachings of Jesus:
But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people
belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you
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out of darkness into his wonderful light. Once you were not a people, but
now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now
you have received mercy. Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers
in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul.
Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of
doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he
visits us. (1 Pet. 2:9-12)
You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither
do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its
stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your
light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your
Father in heaven. (Matt. 5:14-16)
The call for holiness for the people of Ancient Israel and the New Testament church
shows that God uses communities of faith to extend the desire of God to bless the
nations. The plight of marriages and the nuclear family communicates the disarray of
family life in American culture. The research affirms that as long as the foundational
issues remain, the sobering statistics will only rise. The contention is that the message of
holiness can play a significant role in helping young families. As the church embodies its
role as a people of holiness, it can shine the light of Christ into the dark world of family
issues and be a blessing to the world in desperate need.
Application of Holiness
The biblical witness of holiness, which would eventually undergird the Wesleyan
heritage, is overwhelming in not only the frequency of appearance but also in the totality
of its reach because the goal was to establish the utter and complete holiness of Yahweh
as Israel’s guide and teacher. Walter Brueggemann comments on the formational and
binding nature of God’s holiness by stating, “Israel’s holiness is derivative from,
responsive to, and commensurate with the holiness of Yahweh” (426). William J
Dumbrell adds, “The call to be holy meant that the people were to develop in themselves
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characteristics similar to Yahweh’s. Further, the laws describe for Israel the behavior
congruent with Yahweh’s holy nature” (47) and extend to every aspect of life, even the
most intimate areas. The holiness codes sought to create a level of holiness in all areas of
life, including sexual behavior within marriage and within the community of ancient
Israel. In a fascinating look at the psychological power of sexual positions, Jerome T.
Walsh writes that the family laws in the holiness codes “demand order and purity in
society, which must begin with the local family” (203). For example, in most sexual
positions, the male is positioned above or on top of the female, with the male in the role
of inserting, penetrating, thrusting movements as the female is often underneath the male
and the member of the union penetrated. While this dynamic makes sense anatomically,
subconscious and even conscious elements of power involvement exist, and even in
ancient history, the holiness codes drew attention to the highest levels of compassion,
honor, and respect in sexual union.
Every participant in this study has at least a minimal connection to the church and
the Christian faith. Rather than remaining in a nominal spiritual state, this project intends
to teach people that their marriages should be rooted in the holiness of God. As these
themes demonstrate, ancient Israel was to bring every aspect of individual, communal,
and societal life into the formative character of Yahweh. Likewise, Wesley believed in
bringing all of one’s life under the holy nature of God. Helping couples make these
introductory connections will go a long way in providing them tools to write new
prescriptions for their understanding of marriage.
I cannot stress enough that the holiness of Yahweh was to define the holiness of
Israel. Brueggemann poetically emphasizes it by stating, “Israel is to order its life so that
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it is qualified for communion with Yahweh.… The purpose of Israel’s life is to host the
holiness of Yahweh” (428). Adherence to these codes intended to create a healthier
family and holier Israel, basing the communal ethos on the purity and holiness of God
rather than absorbing pollution by the perverse and pagan standards of the surrounding
cultures and religions.
The formative power contained within the Holiness Codes is stressed once more
by Dumbrell: “[They] constitute not merely withdrawal from what is tainted, but exhibit
the wholeness and completeness that characterizes God and that must therefore be the
property of God’s people” (47). Similarly, followers of Jesus do not just resist what is
tainted, but Jesus calls them to wholeness and completeness in Christ, which happens by
the sanctifying power of holiness for the formation of people, families, the church, and
ultimately the world. The totality of holiness extends to every area of life, including every
area of marriage and family life. Rather than allowing historic transitions and
foundational issues to hold sway over people, this project invited participants to saturate
every aspect of their relationship with the holiness of God for the transformation of the
couple, society, the church, and even the world.
A total understanding of holiness also includes redemptive aspects of holiness.
The Holiness Codes do not exist apart from the deepest relational struggles of humanity
because “motivation for these laws as an apologetic gloss[es] over Israel’s patriarchal
narratives’ embarrassing accounts of incest” (Dumbrell 58). The code needs elements of
forgiveness and restoration from Israel’s previous sexual failings. Similarly, a Wesleyan
understanding of faith can create redemptive aspects to pastoral counseling/mentoring,
which could lead to a deep healing of pain, regret, and guilt, which are often issues that
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remain under the surface and cause problems in the marriage that, sadly, can last a
lifetime or lead to divorce.
As many couples face similar needs for restoration, the ancient witness of
Scripture demonstrates that holiness can offer the psychological healing many need
regarding shameful and hurtful acts from their past. By educating people about the
breadth and depth of holiness throughout the Bible via the pretest and posttest questions,
interview, and ministry intervention project, I invited participants to reflect on their
relationship and the ways various areas of holiness can bring healing to their lives.
Creating Holy Intimacy
Much like Wesleyan theology so powerfully connected with the ills of eighteenthcentury England and throughout American history, in Leviticus, a holy, loving, and
perfect God steps into a perverse culture, seeking to transform Israel into a holy people.
Leviticus also describes God’s desire to transform the family, nation, and the land and to
distinguish further the Israelites as a distinct nation and people. However, far from
leading to isolationism, the holiness God communicated through Leviticus demanded that
the Israelites bear witness to the surrounding cultures. The following quote summarizes
this concept, which serves as a great witness to the evangelistic potential of this project:
Leviticus is given to Israel so that the people might live holy lives in
fellowship with a holy God. But that intent does not tell the whole story,
for a greater purpose is also served in furnishing Israel with laws that
secure their well-being: They are to be a blessing to the nations. (Kaiser
987-88)
Established early in Scripture, holiness sought to create a sexual ethos through which
God would speak to a perverse world, a role that continues with the New Testament
church. Though easy to presume the promiscuity of today’s world is amplified, since the
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dawn of time God has been seeking to direct humanity to embody holiness in every part
of life, including sexually and relationally because “even in this most intimate area,
holiness of life demands control and regard for the sanctity of life” (998). In the biblical
world, where sex was often perverse, vile, wicked, and domineering, the concept of
holiness sought to establish divine boundaries for a healthy and holy sexual life in the
family and throughout the community: “The sexual laws circumscribed both internal and
external boundaries in Israelite life. As part of the Holiness Code, the sexual laws are
presented in Leviticus 18 to define Israel’s life in the face of outside, cultural
competitors” (Mohrmann 58). The New Testament furthers the transcendent holiness of
God and all the dimensions of life that holiness impacts, including the human body and
sexual relationships, perennial aspects of healthy family relationships:
Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ himself? Shall I
then take the members of Christ and unite them with a prostitute? Never!
Do you not know that he who unites himself with a prostitute is one with
her in body? For it is said, the two will become one flesh. But he who
unites himself with the Lord is one with him in spirit. Flee from sexual
immorality. All other sins a man commits are outside his body, but he who
sins sexually sins against his own body. Do you not know that your body
is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received
from God? You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore
honor God with your body. (1 Cor. 6:15-20)
Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of
love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant
offering and sacrifice to God. But among you there must not be even a
hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because
these are improper for God’s holy people. (Eph. 5:1-3)
It is God’s will that you should be sanctified: that you should avoid sexual
immorality; that each of you should learn to control his own body in a way
that is holy and honorable, not in passionate lust like the heathen, who do
not know God; and that in this matter no one should wrong his brother or
take advantage of him. The Lord will punish men for all such sins, as we
have already told you and warned you. For God did not call us to be
impure, but to live a holy life. (1 Thes. 4:3-7)
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Interpreting sexual behavior through the lens of holiness can have an enormous impact on
the health of marriage because an increase in infidelity is a major issue facing marriages
today. However, a holy mind-set could prevent the devastating act of infidelity, an act
that is growing in American culture. One cause for the rise in infidelity is the increased
prevalence of female infidelity, which a recent study of newlywed women reveal is an
issue many face today:
Many newlywed women had engaged in some form of extramarital
thoughts or behaviors. Most admitted feeling attracted to another person
and had spent time thinking about and flirting with this person. Few
individuals reported being emotionally or physically intimate, but many
were tempted to do so. (Campbell, Wright, and Flores 120)
The reality of these temptations stresses the importance of holiness, which could prevent
actualization and potentially reduce marital unhappiness and/or divorce. The hope and
belief is the introduction to holiness during the ministry intervention project was a strong
first step towards a lifelong pursuit of holy living that will prevent such a devastating
decision.
How Wesleyan Theology and Biblical Holiness Influence Attitudes
The preceding contention that holiness can prevent feelings of temptation from
actualization, along with the previous sections regarding power of holiness to transform
people and create new life, connects to a foundational belief of this project—namely, that
one’s attitude can influence behavior and holiness can create within a person the holy
attitudes necessary for vibrant marriages. Furthermore, if participants move away from
the attitudes that lead to divorce and/or marital unhappiness and towards an attitude of
holiness, their behavior can change in ways that will help them avoid the pitfalls I have
addressed throughout. While measuring the long-term behavioral changes of the
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participants is beyond the scope of this endeavor, I believe the intervention project has
the potential to change participants’ attitudes in ways that can positively influence their
marriages throughout their lives.
Wesleyan theology maintains that humans can change internally and that those
internal changes can influence one’s life and behavior. The internal change begins with
the new life that occurs from placing faith in Christ. The upcoming section on Trinitarian
theology will expand on the redeeming and atoning work of Christ; however, with the
discussion of how holiness influences behavior, I stress that the new life offered by Christ
has an important place in a pedagogy that prioritizes holiness. The following New
Testament passages convey the new life, which assuredly includes potential for holy
attitudes and changed behavior:
I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in
me. The life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who
loved me and gave himself for me. (emphasis mine; Gal. 2:20)
So all of us who have had the veil removed can see and reflect the glory of
the Lord. And the Lord-who is the Spirit-makes us more and more like him
as we are changed into his glorious image. (emphasis mine; 2 Cor. 3:18,
NLT)
What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may
increase? By no means! We are those who have died to sin; how can we
live in it any longer? Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized
into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We are therefore buried
with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised
from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too many live a new life.
(emphasis mine; Rom. 6:1-4, NIV)
Dr. William M. Greathouse, former Church of the Nazarene General Superintendent,
comments on the power of these passages to change human lives: “Such is the dynamism
and the potency of the gospel of holiness: Christ reigning within, ruling all our powers
and gradually transforming us into His own likeness, in the power of His life-giving
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Spirit” (63-64). Indeed, one can hardly imagine a scenario in which the preceding New
Testament reality would not have an impact on human attitudes and behavior.
Wesleyan theology emphasizes that faith in Christ creates the inward changes in
the heart necessary to influence future behavior. Anthony J. Headley stresses the priority
of this concept in the thinking of Wesley and adds, “[E]xternal righteousness must be
built upon internal dispositions such as meekness, love of neighbor, and purity of heart”
(2). Headley also says that Wesley maintained “inward dispositions as the essence of
Christianity” (2), and without inner transformation, humans will operate out of the sinful,
fallen nature so prevalent in marital ills and strife.
By changing one’s inner dispositions, people can live in a new reality with the
potential to make holy decisions rather than remaining trapped in the broken nature of a
fallen world, which is vital to avoid the marital plight addressed throughout. Headley
writes that because of this fallen nature, the soul “stands in need of a radical makeover.
This is exactly what God seeks to accomplish. Through his work of salvation, God
intends to radically remake the human soul into His divine image” (39). Headley
maintains that this sanctifying process is not simply a surface level experience, but rather
“a revolutionary makeover in our religious affections, transforming our tempers and
affections into holy affections” (39). The retreat introduced couples to these theological
concepts, contextualized to issues of marriage in hopes that they will begin to change
their internal attitudes, which will positively influence their future behavior in their
marriages.
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Embodying Wesleyan Theology and Biblical Holiness Internally
The biblical witness communicates that holiness anticipates and envelops all of
life. Modern-day Wesleyan theologians demonstrate the totality of Wesleyan holiness,
which could have an enormous impact on the health and vitality of marriages and family
relationships. For example, while describing holiness of the heart, Charles Yrigoyen Jr.
writes about the power of such holiness to transform people:
[I]nward holiness involves total commitment to God, singleness of intention,
centering one’s life completely on God. It includes believing in, trusting, loving,
worshiping, and obeying God. It consists of constant reliance on God’s grace and
using the gifts God gives to become what God intends us to be. (37)
Expanding on the embodiment of holiness, Sondra Higgins Matthaei stresses, “Holiness
of heart is loving God with our whole being” (25). This project hopes to help people
connect this theology to aspects of marriage.
The following is an expansion of transformation to include Wesleyan thought on
the internal process that occurs with humanity, the transformation necessary to change
one’s attitude and influence future behavior. Wesleyans believe this transformation is not
only possible but also necessary because people operate out of distorted mind-set inherent
in the fall of humanity, which Headley summarizes:
Because of the fall, human affections had become completely depraved.
Humans also came to exhibit self-will standing in full opposition to the
will of God. The Holy Spirit addressed both problems; He renews human
affections and works to shift the will, making it responsive to God. (43)
With a transformed will now responding to God, humans can develop holy attitudes and
intentions, which can inspire holy behavior. An earlier witness of this transformational
dynamic comes from Henry Clay Morrison: “Because God dwells within humans, the
thought of God will keep out all desire for sin to break the power of the tempter (27). In
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other words, the indwelling of God will create the internal dispositions necessary for
outward expressions of love towards others since now the mind and nature of Christ is
working within Christians—in this context, the other on the receiving end of this holy
love would be one’s spouse. Albert F. Harper adds, “Holiness, or perfect love, is simply
Christ filling our lives, and living His life of love in us and through us. Holiness is the
driving nature completely possessing us to exclusion of all sin and self” (349). As these
inward changes move spouses away from sin and self and towards the holy nature of
Christ, a tremendous potential for the changed attitudes necessary to overcome any issues
plaguing their marriages exists.
Contextualizing Holiness for North American Marriages and Churches
Connecting biblical holiness and Wesleyan theology to the body of Christ and
contemporary family setting may be a new angle to consider. However, the history of
Wesleyan theology shows that at various times a renewal comes in the emphasis of
holiness. One important period of renewal was from one of the initial female pioneers of
the faith:
Holiness teaching never entirely died out, but fresh interest in the
experience of entire sanctification was created among Methodists when in
1835, Sarah A. Lankford, and later her sister Mrs. Phoebe Palmer (18071874), held Tuesday meetings for the Promotion for Holiness in New
York City. (Langford 82)
The statistics regarding marriage are sobering and alarming, and now is the time for a
fresh revival of holiness. American culture, churches, and families are in a desperate
hour, and holiness could play a vital role in the renewal of each. Hays states, “The most
powerful argument for the truth of Scripture is a community of people who exemplify the
love and power of the God that they come to know through the New Testament” (10).
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Holiness is a significant way in which the people of God live as a powerful and loving
community of faith. In being faithful to the teachings of Scripture, married couples will
be people of holiness as the church helps combat the issues plaguing the human family in
American culture.
Hays adds, “The church is to find its identity and vocation by recognizing its role
within the cosmic drama of God’s reconciliation of the world to himself” (19). Part of
God’s reconciliation of the world could be reconciling the sad state of family life in
American culture. However, the plight of the human family is not beyond God’s
reconciling power, and holiness is the means by which God can redeem the family,
empower the church, and reach out to a world of fractured relationships. Hays
summarizes that the Apostle Paul “sees the community of faith being caught up into the
story of God’s remaking of the world through Jesus Christ” (45). In this remaking of the
world, holy relationships, holy families, and holy churches can reach out with the remedy
for the strife and struggles frequently found in North American marriages.
The people of God in Scripture were a covenant people extending the call of
Abraham to be a blessing to the nations. Likewise, the New Testament presents the
church in several ways as a body of believers whose faith and lives were to shine the light
of Christ to a lost and hurting world. The Wesleyan revival was another holy instrument
of the Lord that sought to address the plights of the day. The people of the Wesleyan
revival understood that faith in Christ led to communities of faith centered in holiness and
reaching out to the deepest human plight. This legacy from Scripture and the Wesleyan
heritage could propel the church forward with a fresh articulation of holiness theology
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with the potential to transform attitudes and behavior regarding the struggling arena of
marriage in American culture.
Trinitarian Theology
Trinitarian theology is the final component of the theological foundations
undergirding this project. The following is not an exhaustive treatment of the Trinity or a
theological treatise on every nuance within Trinitarian theology. Beginning with a
commitment to orthodox Trinitarian theology, I will draw out themes of the Trinity,
analogously connecting those themes to a particular context of contemporary family
issues. I will emphasize the relational aspects of the Trinity, in hopes that Christianity’s
understanding of God can be part of the remedy for the plight of family, providing a
theological base for couples to understand their marriage.
By stressing the relational aspects of the Trinity, I hope to convey to aspiring or
newly established husbands and wives a familial and relational understanding of the Holy
Trinity. Jack O. and Judith K. Balswick stress, “Human beings are created by a relational
Triune God to be in significant and fulfilling relationships [and] relationships between
members are to reflect the relationality within the Holy Trinity” (18). I am convicted,
based on pastoral interactions, that the Trinity has little connection to the daily life of
most believers. Christianity’s distinct and cherished doctrine often morphs into a
mathematical exercise of futility, an ancient doctrine obligatorily affirmed, or a baffling,
frustrating, unsolvable puzzle. The Trinity does not often evoke emotions of adoration
and worship, and rarer still that people understand the familial and relational nature of the
Trinity and the tremendous impact the Trinity’s nature has on one’s identity, personhood,
and family relationships. This project emphasizes four relational aspects of the Trinity
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that can help repair and empower couples to move beyond many of the foundational
issues:


The Trinity has aspects of emotional and relational healing.



The Trinity is a selfless community.



Trinitarian love is a permanent and enduring love.



The Trinity is a community of intimacy.

Emotional and Relational Healing Aspects of the Trinity
Campbell writes, “[S]alvation is the work of all of the Persons of the Trinity”
(45), and the work of Christ is not only to get people to heaven but entails healing from a
variety of ills, which is a necessary emphasis because many young people are in
desperate need of emotional healing. Collins adds that one of the results of justification is
“liberation from the power of guilt so that one may now richly enjoy the favor and
goodness of God” (Scripture Way 90). Without a sense of healing, I fear the brokenness
many young people carry into their marriages could further marital unhappiness and/or
divorce.
In my time as a pastor, the young couples with whom I have worked often carry a
tremendous amount of pain and loneliness. Henri Nouwen writes about how sorrow,
anger, and resentment can erode the soul if left unhealed. Instead of running or ignoring
one’s heartaches, Nouwen advises people to embrace their pain and mourn their hurts.
During this process, he then guides people to immerse their pain into the greater
redemptive story of God’s grace, into God’s triumphant victory over human brokenness,
into the radiant love contained within the Trinity, and within the power of the cross of
Christ (37-71). While counseling and/or therapy is beyond the intent of this project, part
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of the retreat will educate participants on how brokenness and loneliness can lead people
to the healing power present in the sacrificial, atoning, and redeeming love of the Father,
Son, and the Holy Spirit.
In Wounds That Heal, Stephen Seamands urges readers to embrace their pain in
order to move into the healing power of the cross and access the new narrative that is
available at the foot of the cross:
The cross is a place, a wonderful place where there is mercy and grace for
those who have been accused, condemned, and deeply wounded. What
healing grace and peace there is in his nail-scarred hands! At the cross He
ministers to our wounds by touching them with His. It is the place of
forgiveness and healing, deliverance and freedom, mercy and grace. By
his wounds we are healed…. In no uncertain terms, the cross tells us that
God in Christ is one with us in our suffering. When we suffer, God doesn’t
stand off, aloof and unconcerned, unable or unwilling to get involved. (13,
15-16)
The work of the Trinity brings Christians to the perfect love of the Father, a
reconciliation needed for the holistic healing necessary for people to enter into marriage
with the liberating love of God to flow from the cross of Jesus by the power of the Holy
Spirit. Collins stresses the mediating connection of salvation, noting, “[J]ustification is
expressive not of a direct relationship but of a mediated one, that one must have faith in
the Mediator, Jesus Christ, in order to be reconciled with the Father” (Scripture Way 90).
Commenting on the reconciling and healing power of the cross, Frank Lake illustrates
how Christ empathizes and transforms humanity’s pain through the cross:
It is an astonishing fact that the events of the Crucifixion of Jesus Christ
portray every variety of human suffering and evil…. Christ’s own being
on the Cross contained all the clashing contrarieties and scandalous fates
of human existence. (18, 41)
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Many young people do not know an option outside of their brokenness. However,
Scripture does not teach that pain or brokenness should define humanity; rather, people
can find healing restoration in the cross of Christ.
Seamands further illustrates the redemptive power of salvation, stressing, “On the
cross, then, Jesus bore not only his own suffering but, in some mysterious way, yours,
mine and the suffering of the whole world as well” (Wounds that Heal 17). Nouwen is
helpful once more as he writes, “[The] greatest trap in our life is not success, popularity
or power, but self-rejection.... Self-rejection is the greatest enemy of the spiritual life
because it contradicts the sacred voice that calls us the Beloved” (qtd. in Seamands,
“Theology of Ministry”). As I communicated earlier through my application of Wesleyan
theology, people can be transformed, and the “Gospel we have to offer has the power for
transformation to become God’s people” (Seamands, “Theology of Ministry”). The
healing power of the Trinity, being reconciled with the Father, the liberating cross of
Christ, and the presence of the Holy Spirit can begin to create a new identity for people,
an identity not trapped in pain or heartache but engulfed in the healing presence of the
Triune God.
Selfless Community
The doctrine of the Trinity understands God existing in a communal relationship,
which shatters the self-centeredness influencing some of the foundational issues. For
example, the communal nature of the Trinity combats the individualism undergirding
unrealistic marital expectations. The Trinity exists in an eternal love affair, an othercenteredness rather than a self-centeredness. Perhaps these aspects of the Trinity lack
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development, and there could be a powerful impact if spouses connected the relational
nature of the Godhead to contemporary marriages and families.
Thomas Oden notes, “God creates the world in order to enter into a covenant
relationship with the world, the human scene” (244); from the beginning of time, the
relationship of male and female was a significant part of God’s relationship with the
world. This covenantal life is manifested in relationships, and Eugene Peterson writes,
“God exists in personal relationship and therefore cannot be known in any other way
except by relationship” (qtd. in Kiesling). Furthermore, the “Trinity is not an analogy, but
the divine basis for human identity, personhood, relationships, and family. What is true of
our humanity is reflected in the only-begotten Son, Jesus Christ” (Seamands, “Theology
of Ministry”). Introducing couples to this concept will help create a holy marriage,
particularly addressing the unrealistic expectations brought to marriage and the increased
rate of infidelity when one’s happiness is unmet.
Miroslav Volf adds, “The Christian God is not a lonely God, but rather a
communion of the three persons, faith leads human beings into divine communion.…
Communion with this God is at once also communion with those who have entrusted
themselves in faith to the same God” (qtd. in Seamands, “Theology of Ministry”). This
project is concerned with people who have, or are planning, weddings at a Christian
church. Since at least some affirmation of God is part of the beliefs of the parties
involved, bringing them to an elementary knowledge of seeing their spouse as seen by the
Godhead could have tremendous potential for changed attitudes.
I would also contend that the holy community of God, who created all humankind
in his image, challenges the objectification of persons so prevalent in society. One study
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highlights the dehumanizing portrayal of sex in the media: “Spontaneous, nonrelational,
or extramarital sexuality is glamorized by the media. Depictions of marital sexuality in
the media are the least compelling and the least common” (Armstrong 288). Stressing the
deteriorating impact of these portrayals, Laura Lynne Armstrong laments, that “[P]eople
are readily learning sociosexual myths from the media, and the media is perpetually
reinforcing these myths” (295). God, however, exists in a community of pure and holy
relationships, and invites humanity out of the individualized and objectified aspects of
their relationships.
Human relationships reach their apex when they reflect the Trinity because “God
appears as a communion, a unity of persons in relation” (Gunton 215). Camillus Lyiomo
writes, “[T]he Trinity establishes God as community” (128), and world religions
authority Timothy George adds “[W]hen we peer into the heart of God, we find not
solitary absoluteness—the Alone with the Alone—but the mystery of eternal love and
relationship” (80). This aspect of Trinitarian theology could have a tremendous impact on
the selfishness inherent in many people’s expectation of marriage. In the twenty-first
century, many couples are facing daunting expectations by one, or perhaps both, of the
spouses. During the historic transition noted previously, the “increasing focus on bonds
of sentiment within nuclear families constituted an important but limited step in the
individualization of family life…. [T]he emotional satisfaction of the spouses became an
important criterion for marital success” (Cherlin 851). Many young people are entering
marriage from a highly individualized view that makes family life difficult. They look at
their marriages seeking individual happiness, and when not fulfilled as an individual,
infidelity, marital unhappiness, or divorce become easy options. The Trinity, however,
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stresses a communal understanding of God that models a sacrificial, other-centeredness
that does not pursue or demand for oneself but rather exits in a sacrificial relationship.
Permanent and Enduring Love
The love within the Trinity could be a much-needed corrective to the trite
sentiments often expressed with the term love. The love of God is a pure and perfect love,
unmarred by selfishness, sin, or perversion. The love of God is a sacrificial love full of
radiance, holiness, and perfection. Wolfhart Pannenberg captures the phenomenal love of
God well:
From all eternity the Father loves the Son, the Son loves the Father, and
the Spirit loves the Father in the Son and the Son in the Father. Each of the
Trinitarian persons loves the other, the Father the Son, the Son the Father,
the Spirit both in relationship. (426)
This pure and sacrificial love of God needs to inform marital attitudes, and the Trinity
provides a model for marriages to build upon and follow. Within the Trinity, humanity
sees the Father yielding to the Son, the Son yielding to the Father, the Spirit yielding to
both. Thus, if God exists as an eternal community of divine and holy love, marriages in
the name of this God should reflect these dispositions.
The difference between earthly concepts of love and Trinitarian love is striking.
For example, in a recent study of newlywed females, although “these women primarily
conceptualized marriage in terms of love and personal fulfillment [they also] reported a
variety of extramarital thoughts and behaviors, and 74% indicated some expectation of
divorce” (Campbell, Wright, and Flores 108). In another study, “many newlywed women
had engaged in some form of extramarital thoughts or behaviors. Most admitted feeling
attracted to another person and had spent time thinking about and flirting with this
person. Few individuals reported being emotionally or physically intimate, but many
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were tempted to do so” (120). The fleeting feelings of love, seemingly triumphant on
one’s wedding day, can fade quickly if not rooted in the eternal love of the Trinity.
Contrary to the fluctuating state of love many possess, the love of the Trinity is a
permanent love, an eternal reality without beginning or end.
T. F. Torrance beautifully captures the love of the Trinity as it relates to
humankind by noting, “God loves us with the very same love with which he loves
himself, in the reciprocal love of the three divine Persons for each Other in the eternal
Communion of the Holy Trinity” (qtd. in Seamands, “Theology of Ministry”). Raniero
Cantalamessa adds, “[T]he most beautiful moment of any creature’s life is to know that
one is loved, personally, by God, to feel oneself lifted to the bosom of the Trinity and to
find oneself in the flood of love that flows between the Father and the Son, enfolded in
their love, sharing their passionate love for the world” (from Come Creator Spirit, qtd. in
Seamands, “Theology of Ministry”). People are entering marriage with a concept of
earthly love that falls far short of love within the Trinity, which is a love that serves as
the perfect example of how husbands and wives should love one another.
Community of Intimacy
Many young adults have grown up around fractured relationships, heightened
individualism, and rampant sexual activity. They battle loneliness and depression while
longing for authentic relationships. Many carry a view of sexual relationships largely
void of intimacy, for in “Western society, intimacy needs arise from a depravity of
intimate connection” (Armstrong 248). A Trinitarian understanding of intimacy can
create and enhance healthy attitudes of intimacy, which in turn can create a holy attitude
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of sexual relationships, preventing couples from succumbing to the identified
foundational issues.
Therefore, “intimate sexuality can be defined as an expression of love and a
meaningful connection that is fueled by emotional intimacy and physical tenderness,
inside and outside the bedroom” (Armstrong 283), which can be achieved by applying a
Trinitarian attitude towards marital intimacy. A recent study examining barriers to a
healthy sexual relationship concluded that “sexual intimacy, with a foundation of
emotional intimacy and tenderness present in all domains of the relationship, involves a
deepening of self-knowledge, self-validation, and mutual trust” (283). Couples’
experiences with the formative power of Trinitarian intimacy will enhance the intimacy
husbands and wives share together.
Scripture communicates that God exists in an intimate relationship and wants
people to share that divine intimacy together. Though Jesus is not praying specifically
about marriage, he offers a beautiful prayer for the type of intimacy people are to share
with God and one another:
I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will
believe in me through their word, that they may all be one. As you, Father,
are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may
believe that you have sent me. The glory that you have given me I have
given them, so that they may be one, as we are one, I in them and you in
me, that they may become completely one, so that the world may know
that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.
Father, I desire that those also, whom you have given me, may be with me
where I am, to see my glory, which you have given me because you loved
me before the foundation of the world. Righteous Father, the world does
not know you, but I know you; and these know that you have sent me. I
made your name known to them, and I will make it known, so that the
love with which you have loved me may be in them, and I in them. (John
17:20-26 NRSV)
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When writing about the impact that intimate love can have on the family, Kinlaw writes,
“Jesus came in order that this divine life of love could be implanted into every human
heart” (16), and Seamands adds, “Jesus came so that we can be included in the circle of
that fiery love” (Ministry 73). The implications are overwhelming according to Andrew
Murray:
This love of God to His Son must serve, O my soul, as the glass in which
you are to learn how Jesus loves you. As one of His redeemed ones, you
are His delight, and all His desire is to you, with the longing of a love
which is stronger than death, and which many waters cannot quench. His
heart yearns after you, seeking your fellowship and your love.… His life is
bound up in yours; you are to Him inexpressibly more indispensable and
precious than you can ever know. (125)
The intimacy found in Paul’s prayer is a great prayer for families today, urging people to
immerse every aspect of their lives into the intimate love of God and to be part of the
body of Christ:
For this reason I kneel before the Father, from whom his whole family in
heaven and on earth derives its name. I pray that out of his glorious riches
he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being,
so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you,
being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all
the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of
Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be
filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. Now to him who is able to
do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power
that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus
throughout all generations, forever and ever! (Eph. 3:14-21, NIV)
As people embrace these theological contentions and biblical passages, I believe they can
avoid marital unhappiness and divorce and instead have marriages that are healthy and
holy.
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Evangelical and Missional Potential
Two final aspects of this literature review that emerged from the research
conversations with my faculty mentor, Dr. Chris Kiesling, were (1) whether this material
could be an evangelical and discipleship tool and (2) if the foundational issues addressed
are limited to Christian concerns or if these concerns are shared by various academic
disciplines. The literature review affirmed this data could offer tremendous insights into
understanding the mission field of North American by focusing on young adults and that
several social science disciplines share these. Along with further validating my research,
it could also be a great evangelistic tool in reaching people with secular and humanistic
beliefs.
Missional Approach to Reaching Families
Ministers have tremendous evangelistic and discipleship opportunities in
premarital counseling and working with young families in the early stages of marriage.
As American culture continually becomes a post-Christendom culture, wedding
preparation and planning is one of the only areas in society where people seek out the
church and make the initial contact with the pastor. Furthermore, family concerns have
also proven to be an area where people are willing to reach out to the pastor for help or
guidance. Thus, premarital counseling, and staying connected with young couples in the
early stages of their marriage, can be wonderful ways to reach people for Christ and
increase their discipleship. In attempting these endeavors, however, the literature review
unveiled many influences that expressions of the Christian faith misunderstand in this
ever-increasing mission field.
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The American family is in need of missional care, and this material can bridge the
gap between the church and those outside of the church. Unfortunately, traditional,
evangelical churches often launch into a particular issue, spewing rhetoric about the
decline in morality or eroding of traditional moral values. Failing to understand the
socioeconomic and/or cultural factors involved in the foundational issues, Christians
offer little by way of helping couples transition into healthier and holier relationships.
For example, rather than a sign of moral debauchery, many cohabiting
relationships are influenced by various poverty-related factors, by an upbringing in a
highly divorced culture, or because couples who are the second generation or possible
third generation of little to no Christian upbringing. In addition, with the changing
landscape of work and gender I have already described, marriage is occurring much later
in life, and the “proportion of young adults who were never married increased as the age
of marriage rose” (Joyner and Waite 247). Thus, American culture has become
increasingly full of younger people who are not married, influenced by parents of the
sexual revolution, attend college where rampant sexual activity is normative, and are
bombarded by sexual images in virtually every medium of marketing and entertainment.
With the increase in females entering the workforce, marriage delayed, and society
increasingly mobile, a fertile field emerged for something between dating and marriage.
Within American culture are people who do not know the Lord and do not have a
church home, or maintain minimal relationship to a church, so the only point of
connection with them is around their wedding. However, if the only response of the
church is the constant criticism of their actions, aligned with political agendas, or the
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bemoaning of the loss of family values due to divorce, cohabitation, and out-of-wedlock
childbearing, Christians should not expect them to seek out a church.
Some of the issues detrimentally affecting marriages are the unintended
consequences of otherwise good social advances, which the church could remedy by
connecting these advances to the message of Christ. As mentioned, people having more
choices regarding a career and having less social pressure to marry, more students
attending college, and females having educational/earning power are all wonderful
advances. An unintended consequence is the delay this transition has had on not only
marriage but on serious dating as well. Many couples cannot even begin to consider
seriously marriage until they determine if their careers are compatible. With the soaring
costs of tuition and housing affecting students and young adults, many have looked to
other options to endure the financial challenges of this age. Furthermore, America is a
sexually active culture, and when all of these factors combined with the philosophical
trends regarding marriage and family, they created a perfect storm evidenced by “a
growing number of the sexually active, unmarried individuals live with their partner in a
socially recognized union that we have come to call cohabitation” (Joyner and Waite
247). While certainly not underestimating the lingering effects of cohabitation, I believe
the church should better understand the pragmatic and philosophical issues in the
background of many cohabitating couples.
A better response of the church would be to understand the significant influences
that shape the decision making of young adults today. Rather than assume a blatant moral
depravity, Christians should seek instead to understand the statistically proven influences
that may well be present in their decision-making. Thus, Christians should not opt for a
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political rally cry for moral values and/or a decline of traditional values, but they should
perhaps be aware of the common struggles facing young marriages yet with an
evangelistic light, reaching couples in a highly volatile and critical stage of life with the
good news of Christ.
Evangelical Implications from Social Sciences
A question that emerged during the literature review was whether the identified
foundational concerns were limited to Christian audiences or concerns affirmed by
secular sources as well. If secular studies shared these concerns, they would enhance the
evangelistic reach by validating the theological claims I maintain. Interestingly, many
people outside the church share the concern for the nuclear family. Harold G. Koenig,
Linda A. Revilla, and Andrew J. Weaver contend, “[B]ecause of the negative impact on
society, scientists have become interested in understanding the factors that lead to
satisfying, enduring marriages and stable family life” (22). The church should realize the
investment many groups are making towards strengthening and healing families; thus, if
the church does not address these concerns, it is ignoring an obvious need and forcing
people to look elsewhere for family help.
By examining other areas in the social science realm, this literature review
uncovered the shared concern many have for the current state, and future projections, of
the family in the American context. The health and importance of the human family and
understanding the various factors that lead to the demise of many families, is an ideal to
which people ascribe across varying socioeconomic and religious contexts. People from
many backgrounds share a concern not only for the individuals within the family unit but
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also for the health of communities, schools, and the broader national landscape, which the
health of the nuclear family largely influences.
I want to draw attention to three of the following secular goals set by the
University of Virginia’s Institute for American Values, which is a “nonprofit,
nonpartisan, organization dedicated to strengthening families and civil societies in the US
and the world” (Wilcox v):






Provide accurate information and analysis regarding marriage to
journalists, policy makers, religious leaders, and the general public—
especially young adults.
Conduct research on the ways in which children, race, class,
immigration, ethnicity, religion, and poverty shape the quality and
stability of contemporary marriage.
Bring marriage and family experts together to develop strategies for
strengthening marriage.

Often, weddings create the rare occurrence where non-believers or nominally religious
people seek out the church. With the increase of skepticism regarding the importance of
the church, communicating the shared concerns of academia can enhance the witness of
the faith towards couples seeking marriage.
Rather than approaching marriage and family struggles from a position of
critiques bordering on attacks, or from an outdated view of culture, the church now has
allies from the highest levels of academia in communicating these concerns. Similarly,
The National Marriage Project is a nonpartisan, nonsectarian and
interdisciplinary initiative located at Rutgers, the State University of New
Jersey. The financially supported project by the university occurs in
cooperation with private foundations. The project’s mission is to provide
research and analysis on the state of marriage in American and to educate
the public on the social, economic and cultural conditions affecting marital
success and wellbeing. (Popenoe and Whitehead introduction)
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In a post-Christendom world, where many outside of the church consider the church
outdated and irrelevant, the preceding stresses there are concerns for family issues all
over academia, helping establish the message of the church as vital for young couples
seeking and entering marriage.
Continuing the preceding theme, a nonreligious study challenging the lack of
intimacy in cultural depictions of sex concludes, “Sexual socialization in the modern
Western world propagates a model of isolation rather than intimate communion in partner
sexuality” (Armstrong 281). In a massive critique of media portrayals, the author laments
this unfortunate reality: “Ubiquitous in society are messages glamorizing casual,
impersonal sexuality for the young and beautiful in nonrelational or extramarital
scenarios. Intimate interpersonal sexuality in long-term relationships is ignored in
messages disseminated by the popular media” (281). David W. Wright, Leigh Ann
Simmons, and Kelly Campbell concluded, “[Y]oung adults hold unrealistic, idealized
views about marital relationships…. Clearly, young adults require education about how
to sustain a healthy, satisfying marriage” (234). One sees another identified foundational
issue recognized not just in the church but also in other areas of academia. The secular
world shares the same concerns as people in faith communities, and they are even
contending that help is needed, pleading for intervention. Another secular study
concludes with an appeal for developmental programs:
Practitioners and family life educators can use these findings to develop
programs for young adults that teach skills for maintaining healthy,
satisfying relationships and making careful, deliberate choices about
marriage. Programs such as these will improve the quality of intimate
relationship and at the same time help lower the incidence of infidelity and
divorce. (Campbell, Wright, and Flores 122)
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The more conversant Christian practitioners can be with other disciplines, the greater
their evangelical reach can be to a society becoming increasingly secular.
As the literature review continued along these themes, it revealed that other areas
of social sciences share the fears concerning cohabitation, multiple sexual partners, and
potential infidelity, which means that this issue is not just of rally for Christian purity.
For example, “perspectives on evolutionary biology suggest that men and women are
‘hardwired’ differently in ways that affect their feelings about physical and emotional
involvement and, to a lesser extent, their actual involvement” (Joyner and Waite 248),
suggesting that much of what passes as acceptable sexual behavior is working against the
hardwiring present in many people. The spheres of evolutionary and rational choice
perspectives are important to the work of Kara Joyner and Linda J. Waite:
[E]volutionary perspectives suggest that women, but not men, will be
more satisfied emotionally and physically in sexual relationships that they
expect to last a long time—those with an extended time horizon. Long
relationships give women some assurance of access to the resources of
their children’s father while their children are young. (249)
While stressing the importance of long-term relationships, they warn that in most cases
simply living together is not a sign of commitment:
[C]ohabitation carries no explicit commitment to stay together for the long
term … unless they are engaged, the fact that cohabiting partners have not
married signals both to each other and to those around them a lower level
of commitment to each other and to the relationship. (249)
Though a danger exists in making an overarching generalization for all people and
relationships, this data affirms the holding pattern created by cohabitation works against
the hardwiring many share regarding their innate need for a committed relationship.
David Popenoe and Barbara DaFoe Whitehead echo these claims:
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Social science evidence suggests that living together is not a good way to
prepare for marriage or to avoid divorce. What’s more, it shows that the
rise in cohabitation is not a positive family trend. Cohabitating unions tend
to weaken the institution of marriage and pose special risk for women and
children. (1)
Evolutionary biology also confirms, “The fact that women can have relatively few
children over their reproductive lives and must invest a great deal in each one pushes her
toward stable, longer relationships with men who will support them and their children”
(Joyner and Waite 248). Cohabitation, casual sex, and a lifestyle of multiple sexual
partners works against the innate mind-set within many females. This section is not to
suggest in any way that men do not have emotional responses or needs to any of these
issues. I am simply illustrating these concerns exist across various social sciences about
the health and vitality of human sexual relationships, which can enhance the ability of the
church to minister to young adults who often carry a suspicious and skeptical view of the
church.
Another intriguing point of connection between Christian beliefs and social
sciences is that “evolutionary and rational choice perspectives both suggest that men and
women will be more satisfied in sexually exclusive relationships… [and that] married
couples also have more of an incentive than do cohabitating couples to remain sexually
exclusive” (Joyner and Waite 249). Further, “rational choice perspectives argue that men
and women will be more satisfied in relationships characterized by investment in the
skills of pleasing a partner” (249), and while cohabitating couples may love each other
and be committed to each other, the fact remains getting married is a deeper level of
physical and sexual commitment. Those deeper commitments include sexual exclusivity
as partners make a binding promise, with legal implications, to remain sexually faithful to
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one another. Casual sex, multiple sexual partners, and cohabitation possess at their core
lower levels of commitment, which will leave people less satisfied in those relationships.
Christian marriage, therefore, could actually be the answer to the mentalities and
hardwiring among humans affirmed by other areas of academia. Joyner and Waite stress
that “marriage as a social institution offers guidelines with respect to sexual conduct,
among other things. In most times and places, the marriage contract binds the partners
together in a long-term, sexually exclusive contract, as expressed by marriage vows in
many religions” (249). Marriage intends to move people to deeper places of commitment
and creates a healthy way for people to experience sexual intimacy, evidenced by a recent
study that “found higher reported levels of emotional and physical pleasure for married
than for cohabiting or single people” (248). A married person possessing higher levels of
sexual pleasure is a remarkable reversal of the sexual marketing so prevalent in our
society. This reversal suggests that the way that American culture markets sex is deeply
flawed and the way the church envisions sex as an activity exclusively for married
couples fits the sociological data better. One logical conclusion is that Christian
marriages should be the most sexually satisfied people, which could be a tremendous
evangelistic message for a sexually obsessed culture such as the United States.
For people to experience sexual fulfillment at the highest, this review establishes
that feelings of intimacy, trust, and even familiarity between people is critical. Joyner and
Waite demonstrate the importance of these sentiments, stating, “Individuals in ongoing
relationships invest in skills that enhance the emotional and physical pleasure of a
particular partner. Sex with the partner who knows what one likes and how to provide it
is bound to be more satisfying than sex with a partner who lacks such skills” (248). I am
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not trying to make a definitive statement about all sexual activity within marriage nor
suggest that sexual relationships within marital unions never have problems or struggles.
Rather, I want to highlight the fact that in a culture obsessed with sex and driven by
promiscuity, this literature review establishes, from the realm of social science, that
marriage is often the best way for people to have a sexual relationship that is frequent,
fulfilling, and satisfying.
Perhaps Americans ought to consider the oddity of one-night stands and casual
sexual experiences. What is striking is that these experiences occur one time, or a
relatively few times, between persons. Perhaps for many people, beyond the brief period
of physical pleasure, the overall experience ultimately falls short of being an experience
one wants to repeat. Rather than marriages suffering a stagnate sex life from partner
familiarity, couples actually possess the necessary levels of commitment needed to
experience sex in its highest form, which is an activity that honors God, honors both
husbands and wives, and is gratifying physically and emotionally.
The following reinforces these seemingly radical contentions. Renowned
sociologists E. O. Laumann, John Gagnon, Robert T. Michael, and Stuart Michaels report
on a massive study on the sexuality in North America, showing that married men and
women were more emotionally satisfied in their sex lives than cohabiting or single people
(Social Organization of Sexuality). Furthermore, two different studies of sexual
satisfaction in young adulthood conclude that “among both males and females, the
sexually active unattached were the least satisfied with their sex lives” (Blekesaune and
Pedersen 179) and that “single men and women in relationships that they expected to end
reported lower levels of physical satisfaction than do married individuals” (Joyner and
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Waite 258). Strikingly, “single men and women and relationships that they expect to last
for several years (but no longer) also show lower odds of being physically satisfied with
sex than do married individuals” (258). In addition, “married women are more
emotionally satisfied with sex—even after one takes into account their demographic and
background characteristics—than women in any other type of relationship except single
women who expect their relationship to last a lifetime” (259). While certainly not trying
to promote a superiority type of faith, I think it vital to demonstrate to young couples that
faith is not an archaic, irrelevant, fading part of society but potentially an answer to the
concerns presented by social science realms outside of the Christian faith.
In writing this portion, I reflected back on the thirteen years I have been a pastor,
and the Lord brought to mind how often this seemingly shocking concept has been true.
Countless college students and young singles, both men and women, have come for
counsel with varying levels of loneliness. In addition, despite the freedom of sexual
options in an environment laced with promiscuity, the majority of single people actually
had relatively few sexual experiences and were typically longing for relationship. Despite
the exhilarating atmosphere of the sexual encounters of campus life or singlehood, the
overwhelming majority of the people with whom I have met greatly desired to get out of
that atmosphere and into a committed relationship.
The preceding data demonstrates that Christian attitudes towards sex, marriage,
and family are viable remedies for the relational and marital plight noted throughout the
literature review. As previously stated, the mission field in America has many young
adults either preparing for marriage or in the early stages of marriage. I believe churches
should use a missional emphasis to process the data in order to understand better and
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interpret the mission field that contains young adults, and the current landscape of the
family. As churches understand this aspect of the mission field more clearly, they can
reach out to young couples with the aspects of Wesleyan and Trinitarian theology
necessary for happy and holy marriages. Indeed, “the themes Wesley emphasized came
from his conviction that God’s gracious love is the dominant reality in human life. Grace
is God’s active and continuous presence” (Langford 20), and if God’s love, as Wesley
contended, is the dominant reality in life, no possibility exists to conceive of married life
working outside of the power and guidance of God’s love and grace. Furthermore,
Wesley believed that “when definitively expressed in Jesus Christ, grace covers the
entirety of life: It creates, redeems, sustains, sanctifies, and glorifies” (20). The allencompassing theology of John Wesley allows Wesleyan Christians to take the message
of Christ and apply it to all of life, including marriage and family.
Conclusion
An obvious problem, from both measurable statistical data and observable in
people’s daily interactions, is the health of the nuclear family in American culture. While
many factors contribute to marital strife and plight, the literature review identified four
specific foundational issues, unrealistic expectations, infidelity, cohabitation, and
premarital sexual relationships, along with historic shifts and transitions in understanding
marriage and relationships, which can lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce.
Significant changes in matrimony have occurred in America and although these shifts
also created significant social advances, the lack of social norms helped create a
permissive and even excessive sexual culture.
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American culture witnessed a spike in the acceptance of cohabitation as a healthy
practice, equating it to marriage, an increase in marital infidelity, and an increase in the
ease and acceptance by which one can get a divorce. While not advocating a rose-colored
view of the family from previous generations, these changes and foundational issues
often detrimentally affect marriage today. Many of these trends are multigenerational,
which means young couples getting married have grown up in a culture of excessive
divorce, sexual promiscuity, tremendous increases in cohabitation, and unrealistic
expectations, alongside the unchartered waters of the purpose and function of marriage.
Unlike the agrarian and economic influences on marriage in previous generations,
today most Americans pursue relationships from feelings of romance and personal
happiness. Flowing from this historic transition, young people tend to approach life and
marriage from a self-centered mind-set, which is a shaky foundation on which to build a
marriage. Rather than virtues of sacrifice, perseverance, and patience if one’s individual
happiness and expectations go unmet, people often turn to infidelity and divorce, which
are readily available and even acceptable in American culture.
The rate of divorce, infidelity, cohabitation, amount of sexual partners, and
number of marriages reporting high levels of unhappiness is increasing in alarming
percentages. Alongside similar studies noted earlier, these statistics paint a grim picture
regarding the current state of North American marriages:


“According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2005), one out of five adults has been

divorced” (Henry, Mitcham, and Henry 176).


“Prevalence rates for infidelity in American marriages range from 20%-40%”

(Marin, Christensen, and Atkins 1).
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“Divorce rates continue to be high in the United States as nearly 50% of first

marriages end in divorce and 27% of couple households in the US include at least one
partner who has been previously married. The divorce for remarrieds is even higher—
about 60%” (Falke and Larson 9).


“Cohabitating unions are much less stable than those that begin as marriages.

Forty percent will disrupt before marriage, and marriages that are preceded by living
together have 50% higher disruption rates than marriages without premarital
cohabitation” (Bumpass, Sweet, and Cherlin 921).


“The percentage of people reporting that their marriage was ‘very happy’

declined gradually from 1973-1988” (Amato and Rogers 1089).
The literature review also identified the evangelistic opportunities for this material
as a major way the church can reach the American mission field. Despite the grim
statistics, people still desire marriage and healthy relationships. Even though many young
people grew up in the previously noted era, their desire for marriage remains strong:
At the same time, Americans continued to value marriage, children, and
family life. Most Americans in the mid-1980s said that a good marriage
and family life were very important to them. They planned to marry, were
optimistic about their marriages being durable, saw parenthood as
fulfilling, and planned to bear and rear children. (Thornton and YoungDeMarco 1011)
Since people remain committed to the idea of marriage and desire a healthy marital
relationship, this project offers a potential remedy for the struggles noted throughout.
I prioritized Wesleyan theology for this study because the Wesleyan
understanding of salvation with its emphasis on the new birth, transformation, pursuit of
sanctification, and commitment to holiness could help couples change their attitudes
towards the identified issues and transitions. As people grow in holiness and
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sanctification, they can begin to apply holy virtues and behaviors to their marriages while
avoiding the sinful paths that often lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce. Campbell
stresses, “Methodists understood that in the pursuit of sanctification, a person’s will and
affections were progressively transformed, so that by grace one came to the point where
one genuinely disliked evil and genuinely desired to do good” (Campbell 85). This
project was an experience where people could change their attitudes in a manner that
could alter future behavior to create happier and holier marriages than the unions often
found in American culture today.
Commenting on Wesley’s understanding of holy living, Matthaei summarizes that
holiness exists by “loving God with our whole being” (25), which can have an immediate
impact on how spouses love one another. Wesleyans believe sanctification can happen
and is available for all people:
Every human being is called to be a disciple of Jesus Christ, and the
disciples of Christ are, whatever their circumstances or state of life, called
to be holy. The call to holiness is thus universal, extending to every human
being. (Marshall 7)
If every marriage conducted in the church today made the connections to a lifetime
pursuit of holiness and sanctification, the results would be transformed lives and
marriages, finally reversing the bleak marital trends and statistics.
This review also identified the social transformation of Wesleyan theology, which
is another major priority in this understanding of salvation. Campbell stresses, “The
Methodist way of salvation leads not only inward but also outward. It leads to a
comprehensive moral vision in which the transformation of the whole world is sought”
(61). When one considers the societal implications of marital unhappiness and divorce, a
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theology emphasizing transformation of the world could be a crucial factor in the health
and vitality of North America:


“Marital distress and dissolution are major risk factors for emotional problems

in both children and adults” (Koenig, Revilla, and Weaver 50).


“Marital unhappiness and instability appear to weaken relationships between

children and parents later in life, even if it does not result in divorce,… [and] when
parental marital quality deteriorates, maintaining relationships with both parents is
difficult and offspring tend to have one parent at the primary tie” (Booth and Amato 3132).


“It appears that parental divorce and marital quality are correlated with the

quality of child-parent relations, both during childhood and after offspring reach
adulthood” (Booth and Amato 22).
I also prioritized various aspects of Trinitarian theology as the Trinity can inform
one’s attitude regarding identity, personhood, and relationships. Furthermore, the healing
power of the cross of Christ, restoration to the Father, and indwelling of the Holy Spirit
can lead people to places of forgiveness and healing from the fractured nature many
possess from previous sexual experiences or unhealthy family upbringing. Finally, the
sacrificial love shared with the Triune Godhead offers a deeper understanding of love
than the self-centered happiness or unrealistic individual expectations often brought into
marriage by young adults today.
Another important theological commitment is the role of the church, seeking to
help churches understand their roles as stewards of holiness in a manner similar to
Ancient Israel, the New Testament church, and throughout the Methodist movement.
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Perhaps churches have not thought of reaching people for Christ through these means.
This effort could entail what Howard A. Snyder refers to as Conceptual Renewal, where
“God gives a new vision of what the church can and should be.… [C]onceptual renewal
comes when our models are challenged, and we are forced to rethink what the church is
really all about” (11). In addition, “the church is a living, growing organism that responds
and reacts to the multitude of cultural environments in which it finds itself” (Harper and
Metzger 12). Clearly one of the cultural environments of the twenty-first century is the
health of the human family.
Commenting on the power of the church, Ron Crandall stresses that discipleship
is not just concerned with individual growth, but “the goal is also to shape congregations
into mature manifestations of Christ’s body” (106). Moreover, “the church exists to love
God, its own, the world, and the whole creation because it is loved in covenantal
communion” (Harper and Metzger 20). Rather than divisive or political rhetoric, an
unfortunate commonality in traditional/evangelic circles, regarding the plight of society
and the family issues, churches must begin to embrace those who are cohabitating,
having children out of wedlock, or bringing considerable hurts from their sexual past.
The church must realize the role it has in shining the light of Christ into the dark areas of
modern-day families, which is only going to increase in the future.
Snyder also notes Corporate Renewal, which is “a dramatic spirit of revival
sweeping the church.… [A] renewed congregation is more powerful in God’s hands than
a collection of isolated Christians” (qtd. in Crandall 20). Helping churches understand
their important role in the future of young families is possible by moving towards a
Trinitarian understand of the church:
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Moving churches in the West toward a Trinitarian model of church will
involve a major paradigm shift away from our pervasive individualistic
ways of thinking.… [H]owever, when you believed in Christ, whether you
were aware of it or not, you entered into the fellowship of Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit…. [N]ow you belong to everyone else who belongs … and
you are only truly you in relationship to others. (Seamands, Ministry 3940)
Brad Harper and Paul Louis Metzger echo this sentiment:
The church is a Trinitarian community. For the church is the creation and
covenantal companion of the God who exists as Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit in eternal communion. The church belongs to the Triune God. The
Father calls the church into being by the Son and indwells it by the Spirit,
who unites it to Christ. (19)
The church must realize that proposals regarding the secular, counter-family ideas are
gaining traction in American culture. An article by Lisa Haisha raises the question of
whether lifelong monogamous relationships are healthy or realistic and suggests
marriages should evolve to include open sexual relationships. Another counter-family
proposal follows, as Charles W. Hobart and William M. Kephart engage the work of
sociologist Barrington Moore:
There is no need to cite the varied evidence which seems to suggest the
progressive obsolescence of the family as we know it. Some maintain that
the family, no longer an economic necessity, is an inefficient, artificial,
arbitrary, outmoded structuring of relationships. Barrington Moore, in his
provocative “Thoughts for the Future of the Family,” protests such
“obsolete and barbaric features” as “the obligation to give affection as a
duty to a particular set of persons on account of the accident of birth,” and
“the exploitation of socially sanctioned demands for gratitude when the
existing social situation no longer generates any genuine feelings of
warmth.” Moore concludes that “one fine day, human society may realize
that the part-time family, already a prominent part of social landscape, has
undergone a qualitative transformation into a system of mechanized and
bureaucratized child rearing” since “an institutional environment can be
… warmer than a family torn by obligations its members resent.” (405)
One of the striking aspects of these positions is that they do not flow from a dark place of
perversion or blatant sexual license; rather, these proposals are addressing the same
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issues noted in this paper: that the family is in great need of repair. I believe the church of
Jesus Christ has a better answer, and if couples pursue the aspects of Wesleyan and
Trinitarian theology I have suggested, then such proposals will not be necessary because
people will no longer be suffering from the foundational issues. I close with a powerful
reminder in Scripture of what can happen when the people of God align their lives with
the Lord: “Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine,
according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in
Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever! Amen” (Eph. 3:20-21). God is
faithful to use people when they are faithful to God.
Research Design
The research design used explanatory and mixed methods, which John W.
Creswell suggests is “the most popular form of mixed methods design in educational
research” (560). This particular approach “consists of first collecting quantitative data
and then collecting qualitative data to help explain or elaborate on the quantitative
results” (560). The statistical data provided throughout the literature review illuminated
five specific areas that were the focus of the pre- and posttest and intervention project:
the unchartered waters from seismic historical shifts in marriage, and unrealistic
expectations, cohabitation, premarital sexual relationships, and infidelity. The
participants’ attitudes towards these issues was measured through the Foundational Issues
Attitudes and Identification questionnaire, which will provide initial measurement needed
for quantitative data.
The FIAI fits into the mixed-method explanatory approach, about which Creswell
states, “The rationale for this approach is that the quantitative data and results provide a
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general picture of the research problem; more analysis, specifically through qualitative
data collection, is needed to refine, extend, or explain the general picture” (560).
Crewsell also writes, “Quantitative research is useful for describing trends and explaining
the relationship among variables found in the literature … [and] interprets the data using
prior predictions and research studies” (645). The FIAI includes the trends facing
marriages today and the participants’ attitudes towards those trends. The qualitative data
that follows extends the general picture by measuring participant attitudes regarding the
foundational issues as a result of the intervention project. I will procure qualitative data
by a second administration of the FIAI and subsequent interview:
By administering the FIAI a second time, it can be determined if the
intervention project influenced participants to change any of their
responses. Since behavior generally takes longer to change, the questions
in the FIAI will prioritize changes in attitudes, which generally change
initially and lead to future changes in behavior. (Dean)
I followed this protocol, and the participants’ changes in attitude were easy to understand
because I was able to see the details of those changes.
Summary
The preceding literature review established the shared concern within religious
and even secular industries regarding the health and vitality of the nuclear family in
America. Numerous statistics and studies demonstrate and reinforce the claims I have
made. While other issues pertaining to marriage and relationships are beyond the scope of
this project, four foundational issues, and massive historic shifts in understanding
marriage, are the identified as issues of this project. In an effort to gauge the attitudes of
young adults within the identified churches of the study, I administered the FIAI survey
to provide an initial measure of the participants’ attitudes. Participants then attended an
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intervention project, a retreat based on Wesleyan and Trinitarian theology, before taking
the FIAI a second time to determine if the intervention project changed their attitudes
regarding the identified issues. A concluding interview determined which aspects of the
project, if any, led to the change in attitudes.
Wesleyan theology prioritizes holiness, stressing that salvation includes a journey
towards transformation, growth, and holy living. As husbands and wives grow along the
Wesleyan continuum of faith, they can overcome the foundational issues I have surveyed.
Wesleyan theology emphasizes social transformation and has a powerful historical
witness in its ability to adapt to and combat various social ills, which, as demonstrated,
includes the current state of the family in North America. The totality of the Trinity is
beyond the scope of this project. However, I emphasized four aspects of the Trinity,
drawing attention to the healing nature of salvation within the Godhead, and the potential
for the Trinity to define how people understand love, relationships, and intimacy.
In the concluding sections of the literature review, I established the role of the
church, evangelism opportunities, and connections to various social sciences. Both the
Old Testament people of ancient Israel and the New Testament church of Jesus Christ
place a premium on the people of God existing in community. The intervention project
will educate, draw awareness to, and measure early levels of change in couples’
behaviors and attitudes. However, the hope is to place couples on a lifelong pursuit of
holiness and sanctification, which would be impossible to achieve without also being an
active part of the church. The church must also understand the ecclesial role of helping
marriages grow and mature as they shine the light of Christ into the darkness of the world
around them.
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The evangelism opportunities are enormous, as weddings are a frequent avenue
for young couples to reconnect with the church, especially for those who are getting
married after college. Furthermore, weddings and family concerns are one of the few
instances in a post-Christendom culture where people seek out the church, creating
wonderful evangelical opportunities to reach people for Christ. Lastly, as an enhancement
of the evangelism reach, and a validation of the relevance of the Christian faith to
contemporary life and various areas of academia, I presented information from various
social sciences and academic disciplines, which gives great credence to the importance of
being part of a faith community to young adults.

Black 99
CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Problem and Purpose
Seeking to change the attitudes related to the foundational issues addressed
throughout the literature review, this project was for engaged or married young adults.
All of the participants are planning to participate, or have participated, in a Christian
wedding and have at least casual connections to one of the selected United Methodist
churches. The ministry intervention project, based on aspects of Wesleyan and Trinitarian
theology, could serve as a catalyst for the holiness of marriage, sanctity of the family,
evangelism of young adults, and strengthening of the church.
The purpose of the research was to evaluate the changes in attitudes for engaged
or married young adult couples in the Lake Charles District of the United Methodist
Church as a result of a Wesleyan and Trinitarian intervention retreat focused on common
foundational issues that lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce that was presented at
a daylong retreat.
Research Questions
As I established in the literature review, the seismic shifts in understanding
marriage, alongside the identified foundational issues, are detrimentally affecting
marriage today. The hope was that after participating in this project, young couples
would change their attitudes regarding the identified shifts and foundational issues, which
could potentially alter future behavior to avoid the plight noted throughout. The
following three research questions guided the process.
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Research Question #1
What were the couples’ attitudes concerning the specified foundational issues that
lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce prior to completing the project? Participants
answered a pretest survey (FIAI) scored on a seven-point Likert scale. The purpose of
this research question was to get a measurement of the couples’ attitudes on the identified
issues prior to the retreat. The instrument used to collect data for this research question
was the FIAI.
Research Question #2
What were the changes, if any, in the couples’ attitudes concerning the specified
foundational issues that lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce as a result of
participating in the intervention project based on aspects of Wesleyan and Trinitarian
theology? Participants answered a posttest survey (FIAI) scored on a seven-point Likert
scale and participated in a subsequent interview. The purpose of this research question
was to identify if the intervention project changed the participants’ attitudes.
Research Question #3
What elements of the project, if any, led to the changes in attitudes on the
specified foundational issues that lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce? The
collection of this data occurred from an interview I conducted with each couple following
the second administration of the FIAI.
Population and Participants
Selection of all participants centered on predetermined criteria, as engaged or
married young adults comprised the pool of participants. All of the couples are planning,
or have already participated, in Christian weddings. Since the intervention project
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prioritized Wesleyan theology, all of the participants were members or had some
affiliation with a United Methodist congregation. For the sake of pragmatics, all of the
participants were from churches in Lake Charles, Louisiana, which is part of the Lake
Charles District of the United Methodist Church. Lake Charles is a large city in the
southwest corner of Louisiana. I did not consider factors such as nationality, race,
ethnicity, or education in the selection process. All of the couples who fit the previously
mentioned predetermined criteria received a personal invitation from me (see Appendix
A) and were included in the study upon their signed acceptance of the informed consent
letter.
Design of the Study
The project used an explanatory, mixed-method approach, and it will
communicate the changes, if any, in the attitudes of the participants due to their
involvement in the intervention project. The pretest FIAI identified the participants’
attitudes prior to the retreat toward the identified issues that lead to marital unhappiness
and/or divorce. After completing the pretest survey, the participants attended the
intervention project, which was a daylong retreat emphasizing aspects of Wesleyan and
Trinitarian theology. Following completion of the intervention project, the posttest
administration of the FIAI and interview determined the changes, if any, in the
participants’ attitudes after completing the ministry project. The posttest interview also
determined which aspects of the project led to the changes in the participants.
The first administration of FIAI prioritized quantitative data by measuring the
participants’ attitudes of the foundational issues detrimentally affecting marriage today:
“Quantitative research is a type of educational research in which a researcher decides
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what to study; asks specific narrow questions; collects quantifiable data from
participants; analyzes these numbers using statistics; and conducts the inquiry in an
unbiased, objective manner” (Creswell 560). The FIAI meets these criteria because the
researcher-designed instrument asks specific questions from the identified areas in the
literature review. The measurements were objective and determined the existing attitudes
of the participants.
The second administration of the FIAI following the intervention project
determined if the project created any movement in participant responses. The changes in
the participants’ attitudes measured qualitative data. Qualitative research “is a type of
educational research in which the researcher relies on the views of participants; asks
broad, general questions; collects data consisting largely of words (or text) from
participants; describes and analyzes these words for themes; and conducts inquiry in a
subjective, biases manner” (Creswell 46). The second administration of the FIAI and
interview provided qualitative elements measuring the views of the participants following
the intervention retreat. Other characteristics of qualitative research present in this
particular approach is that the FIAI “is useful for exploring and understanding a central
phenomenon” (645), which is the potential change in the attitudes of the participants due
to the intervention project.
Instrumentation
A researcher-designed instrument yielded the desired data: the pre- and posttest
administrations of the Foundational Issues Attitudinal Identification survey, which
measured quantitative data and subsequent interview, which measured the qualitative
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data and effectiveness of the ministry project. Discussion of the data from these
instruments occurred in an interview with me.
Expert Review
Submission of the FIAI and interview questions to an Expert Review Panel aided
the construction and revision of the finalized instrument. I provided instructions directly
to members of the review panel and received their comments, changes, and suggestions
directly from them, taking notes simultaneously. Changes from the review team are
available in the Research Reflection Reports or with my personal notes.
The expert review panel included a range of academic, pastoral, and marital
wisdom and experience. Appearing in alphabetical order, and describing their area of
expertise, the expert team included


Rev. Bob Burgess, retired Methodist minister and my DMin field mentor with

over thirty years of experience;


Dr. Janet Dean, clinical psychologist and associate professor at Asbury

University assisting with statistical analysis;


Rev. Dr. Doug Ezell, doctorate in counseling and over thirty years of pastoral

experience, one of the leaders of the intervention project;


Mrs. Pattye Ezell, licensed pastoral counselor with experience in counseling,

family ministries, Bible teacher, retreat leader, and one of the leaders of the intervention
project;


Bishop William Hutchinson, retired, Louisiana area, assisting with design and

development;
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Dr. Chris Kiesling, Interim Dean of the School of Practical Theology, Asbury

Theological Seminary, a marriage/family scholar and my dissertation faculty mentor;


Rev. Katie McKay-Simpson, First UMC Baton Rouge, serving in young adult

evangelism and discipleship specialist; and,


Rev. Matt Rawle, The Well UMC, a young adult specialist and Cokesbury

author.
Variables
The independent variable was the ministry intervention project, which was a
daylong retreat. I led the retreat based on aspects Wesleyan and Trinitarian theology with
the help of Ezell and Ezell. The dependent variable was the participants’ changes in
attitudes toward the foundational issues that lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce.
To control for the intervening variables, I first sent a detailed invitation letter (see
Appendix A), in which I mentioned several of the intervening variables. For example, I
stressed the seriousness of the project and that it required earnest participation. Second, to
make the participants comfortable in giving honest responses, I assured them their
answers would remain confidential. Another variable to control for was the participants’
personal connection and their desire for the project to succeed on my behalf. During our
conversation, I assured them the success of the project was not dependent on their
answers. I communicated that the FIAI and interview were not looking for particular
responses and that their answers could not cause me to fail, encouraging them to avoid
giving inflated answers in an attempt to make the project sound lofty or grandiose.
The last intervening variable was the cultural significance of south Louisiana.
Granted, south Louisiana is part of the Bible belt, where most people grow up in church
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and have a large exposure to the Christian faith and beliefs. However, this area has a
notoriously festive and even wild culture, which creates an intriguing connection to the
holiness aspects of the project. A holiness void could exist between the culture of the
participants and the holiness theology I presented. However, this is a fertile area for
people to grow in holiness, which could create a powerful experience for the participants.
The biggest concern is whether the engrained festive lifestyle has created a mind-set
where people simply do not understand the concept of holiness. During the phone call, I
gave a brief overview of holiness to clarify the terms and introduce the theology, to make
sure the participants understood the questions I was asking in the initial administration of
the FIAI. The group shared a range of perspectives, from people whose first step towards
sanctification may be introductory to people who may have deeper spiritual breadth and
maturity from their exposure to the Christian faith throughout their lives.
Reliability and Validity
A critical component of quality research is using instruments that possess high
levels of validity and reliability. For this project, I utilized the researcher-designed FIAI
and posttest interview. I constructed these instruments in manners necessary to achieve
the appropriate levels of validity and reliability needed for scholarly work.
Creswell defines reliability as meaning that “scores from an instrument are stable
and consistent” (169). The Office of Academic Assessment at the University of Northern
Iowa concurs: “Reliability is the degree to which an assessment tool produces stable and
consistent results” (Phelan and Wren). Creswell states, “Researchers can use any one or
more of five available procedures to examine an instrument’s reliability” (169). Of those
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five, the utilization of test-retest reliability enhanced the instruments involved in this
project:
[It] examines the extent to which scores from one sample are stable over
time from one test administration to another … to determine this form of
reliability, the researcher administers the test at two different times to the
same participants at a sufficient time interval. (169)
I administered the FIAI twice with the intervention project occurring in the time interval
between the administrations of the instrument.
Creswell also stresses that achievement of internal consistency occurs when
“someone completes items at the beginning of the instrument one way, then they should
answer the questions later in the instrument in a similar way” (171). The second results
from the FIAI established a level of internal consistency, determining if participants
answered identical questions in a similar manner. As Dean notes, “[S]ince changes in
attitudes and/or behaviors generally take longer periods of time to see significant change,
the second administration of the FIAI should show small movements in the participant
responses.” These movements will generate the internal consistency needed to attain a
high level of reliability. The subsequent interview gave me the opportunity to explore
major movement among participant responses.
Creswell stresses, “[I]n addition to reliability, you should examine whether the
instrument you select for use has reported scores that are valid” (171). A. M. Hubley and
B. D. Zumbo emphasize the importance of validity by stressing, “Without validity, a test,
measure, or observation and any inferences made from it are meaningless” (207).
Creswell highlights two issues that can show an instrument to be invalid are “a poorly
designed study” and “the inability to make useful predictions from scores” (171). To
avoid these shortcomings, a considerable amount of time went into creating the FIAI and
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interview questions, assuring alignment of the instrument to the purpose of the project
and the ability to make useful predictions for the couples involved in the study.
The first area that needed validity is the content, which Hubley and Zumbo define
as the “fixed property of a test … based on expert judges’ considerations of the relevance
of the content of a test to the behavioral domain and the representativeness of that content
relative to the domain” (207). To achieve this form of validity, the instruments involved
went through numerous revisions and rigorous analysis by peers with a range of
expertise, including my DMin mentor, Kiesling, an independent statistical consultant,
Dean, all members of my Research Reflection Team, and the leaders of the intervention
retreat. Each of these peers brought a level of specialty to the project, enhancing the
content validity, which Creswell affirms that a project achieves by asking “experts if the
questions are representative of the area of interest” (172). My team’s collective expertise
helped me do credible research.
Data Collection
I sent the informed consent letter (see Appendix A) to potential participants in the
church I serve—Moss Bluff United Methodist Church. District Superintendent Rev.
Steven Spurlock forwarded the consent letter to all of the pastors in the identified
churches. I personally contacted every individual who received an invitation to be part of
the study. After receiving a signed consent letter from all of the participants, I provided
instructions and a web link to complete the FIAI. Participants had one week to complete
the online survey.
After each participant completed the FIAI, all couples attended the intervention
retreat together. At the conclusion of the retreat, participants received instructions and a
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web link to retake the FIAI; participants had a window of one week to complete the FIAI
the second time. After completing the online survey, I scheduled an interview with the
participants to discuss the results and conduct the posttest interview.
Data Analysis
I designed the FIAI in consultation with Dean, assuring the data supplied by the
participants aligned with the purposes and research questions of the project. Dean and I
spoke multiple times, assuring a seamless conversion of the survey into an online format.
I entered the final version of the FIAI into Survey Monkey, which provided customized
reports using SPSS software. Dean interpreted the data from a statistical standpoint,
helping generate graphs and tables. After every couple completed the FIAI for the second
time, Dean sent me all of the completed surveys. After compiling all of the FIAI reports,
I analyzed the pretest and posttest responses to prepare for the interviews with each
couple.
Ethical Procedures
Each of the participants received a seminary-approved informed consent letter,
which explained the study, assured the participants confidentiality, and notified the
participants they could terminate their involvement with project at any time (see
Appendix A). All participants signed the consent form prior to beginning the project.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
Problem and Purpose
Various areas of academia share a concern for the health and vitality of
contemporary American marriages and families. The range of issues often appears
endless, with a significant number of marriages ending in divorce or existing with high
levels of unhappiness. While I am not suggesting one cannot recover from divorce or
survive growing up in a broken home, for many people, these experiences have a farreaching, detrimental impact. American culture has seen skyrocketing numbers of premarital sexual activity, sexual partners, cohabitation, transitions regarding the purpose of
marriage, unrealistic spousal expectations, heightened individualism, and self-centered
views of happiness, which can be significant factors leading to divorce and/or marital
unhappiness.
Along with the systemic mentalities associated with marital strife and family
struggles in American culture, the future of marriage and families faces many perils.
Unsurprisingly, countless religious bodies, social scientists, marriage and family
therapists, sociologists, and counselors are drawing attention to the epidemic and urging
practitioners to invest in programs to strengthen the nuclear family in America. Without
intervention, no scholarly reason exists to believe the marital and family plight will not
only continue but also potentially increase. This project is an effort to remedy marital and
family struggles with Wesleyan theology and the United Methodist Church.
The following statement launched the intervention project: The purpose of the
research was to evaluate the changes in attitudes for engaged or married young adult
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couples in the Lake Charles District of the United Methodist Church as a result of a
Wesleyan and Trinitarian intervention retreat focused on common foundational issues
that lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce that was presented at a daylong retreat.
Participants
Eighteen participants (nine males and nine females), which represented nine
engaged or married heterosexual, Caucasian couples, completed the entire project. Each
participant completed the FIAI survey prior to attending the retreat, which occurred on
Saturday, 26 September 2015, at First United Methodist Church of Lake Charles. Each
aspect of the retreat went as described and outlined in earlier portions of the dissertation.
All of the participants fell into the established young adult range of 21-39 years old.
The retreat was part of a project intended for the Lake Charles District of the
United Methodist Church in Lake Charles, Louisiana. Therefore, United Methodist
churches within a thirty-mile radius of Lake Charles received invitations to be part of the
retreat. I did not consider demographics such as education level, ethnicity, and income
level for participation. Other than being a young adult as defined in the previously
established age range, I did not consider nuances of age in the study.
The most significant demographic measurement was the participants’ connection
to a church that resonates with Wesleyan theology, particularly those under the United
Methodist umbrella of praxis and theology. Four churches were part of the study (see
Figure 4.1).
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Moss Bluff
University
Henning
Other

The other represents a couple connected to Moss Bluff UMC though they currently attend
an evangelical church outside of the Methodist system. However, evaluating their written
and interview responses, their understanding of holiness and sanctification were
consistent with the primary contentions of Wesleyan theology.
Figure 4.1. Participants’ church home.

In keeping with the universal and reproducible spirit of the Asbury Doctor of
Ministry philosophy, as well as the connectional nature of United Methodism, I hope this
project will become an evangelism and discipleship program for United Methodist
churches within the Louisiana Annual Conference. Participants from multiple churches
strengthened the event in three important areas. First, it limited a potential intervening
variable of the participants’ relationship with me as their pastor. Second, since none of
the participants maintains membership at the host site, it created an atmosphere with a
fresh sense of excitement and expectation, and a unique space for spousal reflection,
conversation, and interaction with the material. I noticed that the participants from Moss
Bluff, where I serve as pastor, did not interact with me personally in their customary
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manner, which I attribute to having multiple churches present in an unfamiliar
atmosphere. Third, since offering this event throughout the Louisiana Annual Conference
is a future goal, having multiple churches that subscribe to Wesleyan theology gave a
greater opportunity to test potential fruitfulness of this material.
Research Question #1
What were the couples’ attitudes concerning the specified foundational issues that
lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce prior to completing the project? This question
provided a measurement of the participants’ attitudes prior to attending the retreat and
occurred when they took the FIAI survey prior to attending the retreat. I interacted with
their initial responses during the concluding interview with each couple.
The FIAI survey consisted of seventy-two questions within eight subscales. The
participants indicated their level of agreement with each question with responses based
on a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 1=strongly disagree to 7=strongly agree. I
expected that disagreement would increase on statements about gender roles and
hierarchy along with statements equating cohabitation to marriage, marriage as a means
to achieve a self-centered view of happiness, and happily-ever-after sentiments regarding
love and marriage. I also anticipated participants would show greater attitudinal change
after the retreat of acts related to infidelity, and more greatly agree with statements
regarding how the Trinity, holiness, the cross of Christ, and the church can influence
attitudes regarding marriage. The utilization of reverse scoring assured compatibility
within the questions, making sure high and low scores accurately represented the data.
The pretest subscales and average scores appear in Table 4.1 below. The pretest average
scores on each individual question within each subscale in appear in Appendix C.
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Table 4.1. Pretest Subscales and Average Scores
Subscale

Pretest Average Score

Gender roles

5.05

Marriage and love

4.74

Infidelity

3.67

Sexuality

5.77

Faith

6.70

Faith and marriage

6.60

Church

6.37

Church and marriage

6.29

As shown in Table 4.1, four of the subscales (Faith, Faith and Marriage, Church,
Church and Marriage) have scores over 6.0 (on a 7.0 scale). With mostly agree to
strongly agree as a starting point, a ceiling effect existed with the pretest results that
made significant movement statistically unlikely, if not impossible, when compared to
their posttest responses. I expected high pretest scores on areas of Faith and Church, since
the retreat was limited to couples who had, or were planning to have, a Christian wedding
and were at least nominally active with, or connected to, a United Methodist Church in
the Lake Charles District. However, I expected lower initial scores on questions within
the Faith and Marriage subscale, and the Church and Marriage subscales. The concluding
interviews demonstrated that the high scores more accurately represented the doctrines
participants knew represented the Christian faith and not the attitudes that shape and
direct their lives, actions, and behaviors. These high initial scores also created difficulty
when measuring the actual attitudinal changes that occurred during the retreat.
The pretest data also created an intriguing issue of why Faith and Marriage could
have a much higher score than Marriage and Love (mean of 6.60 as opposed to 4.74), as
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well as why Infidelity (3.67) would have a low pretest score. The high scores on
questions regarding Faith and Marriage indicate some incongruity because participants
had such high levels of agreement regarding Faith and Marriage but not Marriage and
Love. Further, I did not expect to see that they would not have equally high levels of
agreement on infidelity if Faith and Marriage pretest responses accurately represented
their attitudes.
I expected to see lower agreement responses to questions within the Gender Roles
subscales; however, pretest scores averaged 5.05, which I attribute to four factors. First,
the generation in which the participants grew up had much higher levels and examples of
egalitarianism than previous generations, which created a noticeable difference in their
existing attitudes regarding gender, especially in the workplace. Second, only three of the
nine couples had children; therefore, balancing work and childrearing was a nonfactor for
six of the nine couples, which made many of the questions within this subscale a
nonissue. Third, many of the participants were just beginning their adult lives, or were inbetween jobs (or injured), and their views of work were financially motivated with little
or no philosophical connection to the questions on the survey. For example, contrary to
expectations, the Gender Roles item, “It is a man’s primary responsibility to provide for
the family,” showed an increase in agreement from pretest, M = 4.19, SD = 2.27, to
posttest, M = 5.06, SD = 1.75, t (16) = -2.15, p = 0.047. However, the motivations behind
this response appeared financial (or worry/fear from the male participants who are inbetween work or injured) rather than from the nonegalitarian concerns raised in the
literature review. Fourth, the engaged couples in the project were not living together, and
one of the married couples lived in an apartment, thus greatly reducing the division of
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labor concerns in dual working homes noted in the literature review. Many of the
questions on the survey simply addressed a context that was not a present reality for all of
the couples. However, the Gender Roles questions and teachings in the retreat introduced
them to potential issues on the horizon and planted a seed for the types of concerns they
might face balancing dual earning homes with the often nonegalitarian ingrained views of
domestic life.
Research Question #2
What were the changes, if any, in the couples’ attitudes concerning the specified
foundational issues that lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce as a result of
participating in the intervention project based on aspects of Wesleyan and Trinitarian
theology? Participants answered a posttest survey (second administration of the FIAI)
and participated in an interview with me.
Computations of means and standard deviations of the average scores on each of
the subscales appear in Table 4.2. Using a series of dependent-sample t-tests, two areas
showed a significant change in their level of agreement. In particular, participants showed
increased agreement with statements about sexuality, on average, from pretest, M = 5.77,
SD = .52, to posttest, M = 6.04, SD = .36, t (16) = 2.47, p = .025 (see Appendix D). They
also indicated increased agreement with statements about the connection between their
faith and their marriages, from pre-test, M = 6.60, SD = .37, to posttest, M = 6.80, SD =
.26, t (16) = 2.45, p = .026 (see Appendix D). In addition to means and standard
deviations, change scores (i.e., posttest scores minus pretest scores) were computed for
the eight subscales (see Table 4.2).
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Table 4.2. Means, Standard Deviations, and Change Scores at Pretest and Posttest
(n = 18)
Pretest
Average
Scores
M (SD)

Posttest Average
Scores
M (SD)

Average
Change Scores
M (SD)

t (df)

Gender roles

5.05 (0.83)

5.16 (0.79)

0.11

0.84 (16)

Marriage & love

4.74 (0.46)

4.82 (0.39)

0.07

0.78 (16)

Infidelity

3.67 (1.18)

4.37 (1.23)

0.70

1.57 (16)

Sexuality

5.77 (0.52)

6.04 (0.36)

0.25

2.47 (16)*

Faith

6.70 (0.29)

6.79 (0.27)

0.09

1.01 (16)

Faith & marriage

6.60 (0.37)

6.80 (0.26)

0.19

2.45 (16)*

Church

6.37 (0.53)

6.50 (0.52)

0.13

0.93 (16)

Church & marriage

6.29 (0.81)

6.53 (0.70)

0.24

1.30 (16)

Categories

*p ≤ .05

A repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) did not find an overall
significant difference in change scores across six of the eight subscales, F (7, 112) = 1.09,
p = 0.38. However, four of the eight subscales had initial measures over 6.0, creating a
ceiling effect and making statistical movement difficult if not impossible to measure.
Even with that dynamic in place, most of the items showed increased agreement from
pretest to posttest as I anticipated (see Appendix D). Side-by-side placement of the preand posttest scores show that while not drastic in most instances, every subscale
increased (see Figure 4.2). The participants may have wanted the project to succeed and
marked higher answers on the second FIAI administration. However, to account for this
potential, several reminders assured the participants that their responses would not
determine if I passed or not. The concluding interviews validated their increased
responses and convinced me their increases did not stem from the friendship I shared
with several, though not all, of the participants.
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Figure 4.2. Means and standard deviations at pretest and posttest (n = 18).

Along with the high initial pretest scores in four of the subscales, the absence of
significant changes in average agreement scores for the eight subscales may be due to the
low internal consistency for several of the subscales. For example, the Sexuality
subscale’s alpha was 0.64, Marriage and Love was 0.47, Faith was 0.60, Faith and
Marriage was 0.61, and the Church subscale was 0.15. All of these suggest that the
subscales may have been multifaceted with different attitudes, diminishing the ability of a
subscale average to detect meaningful changes. In contrast, the Cronbach’s alphas for the
Infidelity and Gender Roles subscales were high, 0.87 and 0.74 respectively, suggesting
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these subscales were more consistent across item content. The absence of significant
changes could also be due to the relatively small sample size.
I did further analysis, using a series of dependent-sample t-tests, measuring and
comparing the responses of each individual question (see Appendix D). Seven of the
seventy-two statements showed significant difference in the level of agreement,
indicating a real attitudinal change in the participants.
Research Question #3
What elements of the project, if any, led to the changes in attitudes on the
specified foundational issues that lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce? The
collection of this data occurred during the posttest interview.
The ceiling effect on four of the eight subscales is noteworthy because the pretest
scores made evaluating attitudinal change participants reported statistically difficult to
demonstrate. The concluding interviews showed those scores were representative of
doctrines participants believed were true but not representative of the attitudes
influencing their lives and actions. The concluding interviews indicated that during the
initial taking of the FIAI, the participants were largely affirming doctrine rather than
reflecting on the attitudes that influence their behavior or their relationship with their
fiancées or spouses. This reporting is not surprising, considering the popularity of church
and cultural expectations of being part of a church in this region of the country; sadly,
church affiliation is far more common than being a deeply committed follower of Jesus.
Not surprisingly, all of the questions regarding the importance of the church received
very high levels of agreement in the pretest measurement. However, when I asked about
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their church involvement, several of the participants reported low levels of actual
involvement in a local church.
Furthermore, when I asked which part of the retreat the participants found most
helpful, they consistently mentioned the teachings on the church as one of the elements
that led to attitudinal change. In particular, emphasizing the role of Christian community
deeply resonated with the participants. For young adults, relationships are paramount and
the constant interactions via smart phones and social media create a desire, and perhaps
even a need, to experience the majority of their lives in a relational manner. However,
faith communities often consider church membership an individual act and much of the
articulation of faith in Christ often comes in individualistic categories. During the retreat,
the presenters emphasized the role of the church as a community of significant
relationships, as a group of people journeying together towards a life of vitality and
wholeness, and as a way to connect with other people going through similar stages of life.
A similar pretest ceiling effect occurred on questions regarding the importance of
the Trinity (6.63 average pretest score), yet 100 percent of the participants reported one
of the most significant parts of the retreat was the teaching on the Trinity. Across the
board during the pretest scores, participants affirmed the doctrine of the Trinity with high
levels of affirmation. In the concluding interviews the participants all agreed, however,
that prior to the retreat they had little awareness of how the Trinity connected to their
marriages. Their initial responses affirmed doctrine rather than accurately reflecting the
attitudes that guide and influence their lives and actions.
The concluding interviews affirmed that three of the four relational aspects of the
retreat led to attitudinal change within the participants: The Trinity is a selfless
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community; Trinitarian love is a permanent/enduring love; and, the Trinity is a
community of intimacy. The fourth area of emphasis, the healing nature of salvation
within a Triune understanding of God, received fewer affirming references in the
concluding interviews. This result could be because the retreat did not possess therapeutic
or counseling components or perhaps was too large a topic to engage in a relatively short
window of time.
Participants also specifically said that the empowerment and exaltation within the
Trinity helped changed their attitudes in ways they communicate with one another and
ways they honor and respect one another. Additionally, the participants reported that the
emphasis on the way the Trinity illuminates how they understand identity and
personhood helped them change their attitudes of themselves and their spouses. For
example, for a range of reasons, many of the participants harbor negative views of
themselves. However, after teaching on the Trinity and introducing a theology of the
imago Dei, participants immediately saw the contrast of understanding themselves made
in the glorious Triune image of God as opposed to identifying themselves with issues of
shame or self-esteem. Furthermore, though not necessarily a measurable short-term
attitudinal change that can occur in one interview, seeing themselves and each other as
children of the Triune God nonetheless helped create initial insights into how the Trinity
can lead to breakthroughs on family of origin strongholds, issues of shame, and
insecurities.
A greater understanding of the Trinity created attitudinal change to other answers
as well. For example, the statement “Love involves sacrifice,” received high pretest
marks of 6.5, but in the concluding interviews, participants said that before the retreat
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they could connect only minimal initial aspects of God to their understanding of love and
sacrifice. After the retreat, however, they could articulate an attitude more accurately
reflecting the love and sacrificial nature within the Godhead. One of the points in the
retreat emphasized that even doing the dishes or turning off the television to talk could be
understood through a Trinitarian lens. The participants confirmed these were concepts
they had never heard before and helped them see the practical side of a life with God; one
participant even commented he thought about God while taking out the trash the previous
night.
The preceding aspects of the Trinity along with holiness proved effective in
helping participants change their attitudes regarding Infidelity, Marriage and Love, and
Sexuality. Specifically, hearing a presentation on the purity and intimacy of the love and
nature of God helped participants see the polluted nature of love and sexual norms
espoused by culture when compared to the holy love within the Trinity. For example, the
participants reported that contrasting divine intimacy versus sexual encounters elevated
their attitudes about sex beyond a physical experience into more of a spiritual interaction
between two people existing in a covenantal union. They thought cultural expressions of
sex cheapened the act of intercourse, whereas allowing the intimacy of God to inform
their attitudes of sex brought honor and compassion to their spouses.
For example, in the concluding interviews, one of the participants stated he had
never heard sex described as an act of intimacy, while three other participants stated they
had never heard sex described in a theological manner. Two participants said they
experienced relief upon hearing about vibrant sexual relationships from long-term
married couples, and two other participants stated they were very encouraged about this
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area of their marriage. One participant reported appreciation that somebody from the
church celebrated sex as a gift rather than condemned or criticized sexual activity.
Finally, two female participants expressed anger in the objectification of females in
sexual marketing and greatly appreciated the beauty and honor of the sexual descriptions
of the retreat.
Another ceiling effect existed regarding holiness for questions concerning how
holy behavior can create a stronger marriage (6.88), how holiness can create healthy
sexual intimacy between husbands and wives (6.65), how faith can change people (6.88),
how God desires people to grow (7.0), and how living a holy life is part of a Christian
understanding of salvation (6.93). All received extremely high pretest scores. However,
the overwhelming response in the concluding interviews was that while the participants
knew these ideals to be true, they had no idea how to experience holiness or connect
holiness to their marriages. In this cultural context, with high levels of church exposure,
most of the participants knew about the doctrine of holiness, yet it was not shaping their
attitudes on a consistent basis.
This struggle to communicate an application of holiness to their lives helps
explain why the Marriage and Love subscale, which was more practical in nature,
received low scores despite the very high pretest responses regarding holiness. This
discrepancy also helps explain why relatively moderate scores were reported regarding
infidelity, with the following questions all much lower than expected from a group with
such high views of holiness (see Appendix C): viewing pornography (4.29); flirting with
somebody (4.71); reading graphic novels (2.71); romantic thoughts about somebody else
(5.06). After the retreat, these questions received significant statistical change, conveying

Black 123
the teachings on holiness and aspects of intimacy in the Trinity helped the participants
change their attitudes in this area of marriage.
Another specific element of the retreat the participants stated that led to attitudinal
change was the connection of holiness to aspects of marriage such as communication and
listening to one another. In particular, participants reported the different exercises of this
session helped them identify unhealthy communication patterns in their lives. In addition,
the retreat showed couples ways holiness theology could help marriages in practical
matters such as fatigue, stress, hunger, and anxiety. The participants all commented these
practical aspects of holiness really strengthened their understanding of the potentially
high numbers of daily interactions with God. For example, the participants understood
that anger towards one another was unholy behavior yet had never made the connection
to the ways fatigue and stress influence anger. Four couples reported they immediately
began to see how fatigue and stress at work, or with the children, was leading them
towards unholy actions. These couples reported that the teaching on holiness helped them
become aware of what often escalates into disputes and provided options to combat those
issues before sinful actions occur. In addition, six of the couples reported they associated
holiness with high church or monastic type expressions and never thought of holiness
connected to an issue such as communication. Four of these couples said they already
saw improvement in their communication while the other couples stated this concept has
yet to change their communication but at least helped them become aware of changes
they need to make. Similarly, three other participants stated they did not think holiness
connected to little aspects of daily living, assuming holiness connected to major issues or
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loftier ideals. After the retreat, these participates stated they saw theological significance
more frequently throughout the day.
Finally, broad generalizations of common strengths and weaknesses of men and
women gave couples examples of how holiness can enhance a person’s strengths and
transform weaknesses. The retreat emphasized that people can change and grow,
stressing a staple of Wesleyan theology that an inward change can occur in the journey of
sanctification that can influence their outward behaviors. The participants enjoyed
learning these distinct Wesleyan aspects, which helped couples see that attitudes based on
holiness can help their marriages avoid the noted issues that often lead to marital
unhappiness and/or divorce.
Another element of the retreat that received 100 percent affirmation leading to
attitudinal change occurred via a presentation of historical shifts in marriage.
Specifically, participants said that this aspect of the retreat demonstrated how cultural
trends and historical influences throughout American history impacted how people have
understood love, dating, relationships, the purpose of marriage, and commitment to
marriage. The presentation receiving unanimous concurrence was of slides depicting
common pictures of the family unit throughout each decade since the 40s. The concept,
based off an exercise Kiesling uses frequently, shows pictures that capture the common
worldviews of each era, creating great insights into how American culture largely
understood love, happiness, relationships, and the purpose of marriage throughout each
generation. Participants stressed that this presentation helped them understand not only
their own worldview but also the worldview of their parents and grandparents.
Participants specifically stated that the pictures gave a striking visual of the prevalent
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nature of premarital sex, casual sex, gender discrepancies, distortions of love and
personal happiness, unrealistic expectations of marriage and relationships, and
heightened individualism.
The final significant element of the retreat that led to attitudinal change was the
teachings seeking to establish God’s love as the basis for human love. With the
shortcomings of cultural depictions of love contrasted with God’s love, participants stated
that the biblical and theological portrayal of God’s love led to significant attitudinal
change. Along with aspects of the Trinity and holiness, this element of the project
specifically influenced the participants’ responses to the question regarding the sacrificial
nature of love within a marriage and their response to questions regarding Self-centered
views of Happiness, Infidelity, and Sexuality (see Appendix D). Furthermore, a ceiling
effect existed concerning the connection of forgiveness to areas of marriage. Similar to
holiness, however, though high pretest scores regarding forgiveness occurred,
participants were largely unsure of how salvation connected to their marriage. The
dominant expression of salvation in this cultural context is a substitutionary, going to
heaven after death expression of the faith. For example, in the Bible-belt, people often
place heavy emphasis on conversion. The frequent articulation of salvation in this context
is a choice that leads to an eternal destination with little emphasis on sanctification or
holy living. While not denying the validity of this aspect of salvation, typically little
attention is given to the redeeming, restorative aspects available to people from faith in
Christ. Thus, I commonly hear stories of saved people who bear little resemblance to
living a holy, sanctified life. Similar to sanctifying elements of holiness, education in this

Black 126
area, along with exercises that prompted reflections of times and ways participants
experienced God’s love, proved to have great attitudinal effects on the participants.
Summary of Major Findings
Research question 3 identified the major findings and provided detailed insights
into the elements of the retreat that led to attitudinal changes represented in those major
findings. Significant statistical movement appears in the explanations of research
question 3 as well. The following is a summary of the major findings, with interpretive
exploration forthcoming in Chapter 5.
1. The teachings on the Trinity created significant attitudinal change among 100
percent of the participants. Establishing that the Trinity is a selfless community helped
couples understand the sacrificial nature needed to create and sustain healthy marriages.
Emphasizing that Trinitarian love is a permanent/enduring love helped couples
understand the deeper levels of love and commitment within the Godhead and how those
attributes model for husbands and wives the endurance and perseverance needed to
overcome the inevitable rough patches all marriages face. Further, stressing that the
Trinity exists in pure and holy intimacy helped couples see an image of intimacy that can
enhance the intimate love they share as husband and wife, as well as protect them from
infidelity.
2. Being part of a church community is important for creating and sustaining
healthy marriages. The retreat emphasized the relational nature of the church,
establishing the church as a place where young adults can experience authentic
relationships around shared marital experiences. The relational emphasis of this
component of the retreat stressed the importance of the church in creating healthy
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marriages for young adults. The idea of journeying together in a faith community,
strengthening, encouraging, and helping one another throughout the various stages of
marital life, spoke volumes to the highly relational nature of young adults. Furthermore,
young adults often wrestle with loneliness or worry they are alone in their struggles; thus,
hearing about church as a community of people touched them in deep ways and resonated
with their longing for community and relationships.
3. Wesleyan theology, and the doctrine of holiness, is extremely relevant to
contemporary issues around marriage. The overarching theology of the American South
is more of a deterministic, predestined type, with little awareness of the transformative
elements offered by Wesleyan theology. For many participants, this type of
transformation was a new concept and opened up a path for them to explore ways the
Holy Spirit can transform their lives and marriages. The retreat also demonstrated ways
holiness theology could help couples with the daily stress and fatigue of life, which often
erupt into conflict. The teachings on holiness also showed participants how to
communicate in healthy ways and apply the holy nature of God towards understanding
acts of infidelity and sexuality. Connecting aspects of Wesleyan holiness to sexual purity
helped couples begin to cultivate an understanding of intimacy based on the holy nature
of God rather than the perverse nature of culture.
4. Historical shifts and cultural influences create detrimental views of dating,
family relationships, love, and marriage. Pictures of common conceptions of marriage
and relationships from each decade from the 40s until the present gave participants
powerful visuals of the cultural forces that have shaped their attitudes regarding
relationships and marriage. Exposing the powerful ways sexual activity, premarital sex,
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cohabitation, distortions of love and happiness, and individualism are promoted in
American culture and contrasting those to the divine attributes of God, participants could
immediately recognize the gap between their existing attitudes versus the holy
dispositions undergirding the presentations of the retreat.
5. God’s love is immeasurably deeper, truer, more authentic, and enduring than
cultural conceptions of this all-important human emotion. Love is a word used frequently
in American culture. However, despite its usage, most people understand love in trite
sentimentalities that pale in comparison to God’s perfect and holy love. In addition,
young adults are often plagued by low levels of commitment and perseverance,
possessing attitudes that cannot propel life and marriage through difficult times. The
teachings of the love of God provided the participants a model and example of love
needed to avoid marital strife and create unions that flourish. God’s love comes via the
cross of Christ, which offers forgiveness for sins. Many couples carry hurts and
heartaches from previous relationships into their marriages. Furthermore, new marriages
often encounter struggles and challenges in relatively early stages of marriage, building
up hurts in the process. The retreat demonstrated the practical application of the cross of
Christ to aspects of marriage. Participants saw the importance not only of receiving
individual forgiveness but of extending forgiveness to their spouses as well. In the
concluding interviews, 100 percent of the participants reported possessing a greater
understanding of God’s love after participating in the retreat.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
Major Findings
Countless resources exist communicating the fractured state of the nuclear family
in the United States. Professional studies and scholarly works in journals of sociology,
psychology, behavioral sciences, marriage and family therapy, and religious publications
note the significant plight of marriage and families within American culture. This project
is an attempt to offer a spiritual and theological remedy to the crisis. The following
purpose statement launched the intervention project of this dissertation. The purpose of
the research was to evaluate the changes in attitudes for engaged or married young adult
couples in the Lake Charles District of the United Methodist Church as a result of a
Wesleyan and Trinitarian intervention retreat focused on common foundational issues
that lead to marital unhappiness and/or divorce that was presented at a daylong retreat.
Nine couples (eighteen total participants) completed the entire project. The
preceding chapter identified the major findings that occurred during the retreat, a
determination from analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data. The qualitative
data, yielded from the narrative experience of the participants in the concluding
interviews, is hard to quantify. However, both the statistical data and concluding
interviews demonstrate the effectiveness of the retreat in creating attitudinal change and
in determining the major findings. The following is a thorough examination of those
major findings based on researcher observations, biblical theology, and research from the
literature review. Each section concludes by exploring implications for ministry, followed
by limitations of the study, unexpected surprises, and recommendations for future use.
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Trinitarian Theology
After analyzing the FIAI responses and interviewing all of the participants, I
concluded five areas provided data deemed a major finding. The first major finding,
dealing with Trinitarian theology, affirms this particular theological component effective
in creating attitudinal change in the participants.
Personal observation. The pretest scores showed the participants all affirmed
belief in the doctrine and importance of the Trinity yet did not understand nor see any
connection of the Trinity to their marital lives. During the retreat, I taught the session on
the Trinity and observed a tremendous sense of excitement and inspiration during the
communication of the articles of the Triune God. The body language of the participants
suggested a devotional response to the material and sparked immediate conversations
during the subsequent snack break. These observations intensified during the concluding
interviews, as 100 percent of the couples passionately reported the teachings on the
Trinity were one of the most significant aspects of the retreat. Not only did these
teachings help them understand the doctrine of the Trinity, but also it showed them how
they could take those theological concepts and apply it towards their marriages. The
participants expressed a sense of gratitude and appreciation for this section as it unlocked
a significant longing in their souls in their pursuit of understanding and feeling connected
to God.
Literature review. The participants responded similarly to the overwhelming
majority of people I have served over the years in my time as a pastor. People affirm the
Trinity as an article of the faith doctrinally mandated yet remain completely unaware of
the relevance or connection to their lives. Indeed, most people know the Trinity is

Black 131
important but do not understand or see any practical relevance of the distinct doctrine of
Christianity.
I also contended that many people are confused, baffled, or even frustrated with
their understanding, or lack thereof, of the Trinity. While the Trinity is an article of
worship in many doxologies or prayers, the doctrine often does not move beyond a
creedal affirmation and rarer still that people understand the familial and relational nature
of the Trinity. Most people are not aware of the tremendous impact the Trinity’s nature
can have on one’s attitudes regarding identity, personhood, and family relationships.
The literature review emphasized four relational aspects of the Trinity in hopes of
remedying the preceding concerns and empowering couples to move beyond many of the
foundational issues discussed throughout:


The salvation of the Trinity entails emotional/relational healing.



The Trinity is a selfless community.



Trinitarian love is a permanent/enduring love.



The Trinity is a community of intimacy.

The first emphasis, the emotional/relational healing, did not lead to the desired
attitudinal changes as much as the other three areas of emphasis. The theological
contentions of the literature review informed each of these emphases, and my observation
is that all of these areas played a significant role in creating the enthusiastic response of
the participants. I believe the initial section was still helpful to the participants but not in
a manner that could bear immediate attitudinal change.
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Biblical. The primary Scripture undergirding the Trinitarian components of the
retreat is the following prayer that communicates the intimate existence of God and the
invitation for humanity to share that divine intimacy together:
I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will
believe in me through their word, that they may all be one. As you, Father,
are in me and I am in you, may you also be in us, so that the world may
believe that you have sent me. The glory that you have given me I have
given them, so that they may be one, as we are one, I in them and you in
me, that they may become completely one, so that the world may know
that you have sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.
Father, I desire that those also, whom you have given me, may be with me
where I am, to see my glory, which you have given me because you loved
me before the foundation of the world. Righteous Father, the world does
not know you, but I know you; and these know that you have sent me. I
made your name known to them, and I will make it known, so that the
love with which you have loved me may be in them, and I in them. (John
17:20-26)
The project took the intimacy contained in the preceding prayer of Jesus and showed
couples how to apply the theology of this prayer to aspects of marriage. While Jesus was
not speaking about marriage, he prayed for a type of intimacy with God and one another
that can have a huge impact on marriage. The participants grasped this concept and began
seeing how immersing every aspect of their lives into the intimate love of God can help
them avoid the marital plight and struggles in North America.
Witnessing the responses and hearing the significance of this material intensified
the conviction that people are longing to understand more doctrinally and practically
about the Trinity. I found tremendous joy when I observed the enlightenments people
experienced when they understood the Trinity more clearly and saw the relevance of the
Trinity to their marriages. I am now certain that this material needs to stay part of the
retreat in future settings and to explore other channels of communicating this material
throughout the church.
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Role of the Church
The second major finding, regarding the role of the Church, demonstrates the
effectiveness of the retreat establishing the importance of the church in creating and
sustaining healthy marriages.
Personal observation. Even though this project was limited to existing Christians
at least nominally connected to a local congregation, I was still expecting to see a greater
level of antagonism towards the importance of the church. However, the pretest scores on
questions related to the significance of the church were all high, and I only observed three
participants who expressed a sense of skepticism towards the importance of church.
Thankfully, I observed a significant change in all three participants, and one made a
complete shift from mostly disagree to mostly agree on the importance of church. Two
weekends later, the other two who expressed skepticism became professing members of a
United Methodist congregation in the Lake Charles District.
I did observe, however, that active participation in the church did not always
follow the affirmation the participants made about the importance of the church. Two
couples reported that this event motivated them to become more active in church, and
another couple stated they felt convicted in how they had slipped in their faithfulness to
the body of Christ. While the other participants are all active members, they reported this
material reinforced their belief in the importance of the church and furthered their
understanding of the significance the church can have on their marriages.
Literature review. The participants’ responses support the contentions of the
literature review regarding the importance of the church and the role the church can play
in strengthening marriages. Furthermore, I saw initial evidence of the corporate and

Black 134
conceptual renewal discussed in the literature review (Snyder 11) as participates
understood healthy churches create healthy marriages and vice versa. Lastly, seeing their
marriages as part of the eschatological vision of the body of Christ put forth by Hays
gave a sense of goal and purpose that inspired and motivated the participants in ways
previously unknown.
Biblical. The participants embraced Scripture’s call to be an active part of the
church, especially the communal aspects of the ecclesiology put forth. Many of the
participants had received heavy doses of individual expressions of faith and church
membership. However, presenting the church as the body of Christ, a fellowship of
believers, and a team of people journeying together deeply resonated with the worldview
and vernacular of young adult culture. In many ways, the North American church
remains steeped in individualism and consumerism, rivaling the hardwiring the majority
of people possess for community. However, the book of Acts, along with many of the
New Testament Epistles, stress living the Christian faith through authentic relationships
with brothers and sisters of the faith (Phil. 2:14-15; Col. 1:3-8; Col. 3:1-17; Eph. 4:1-6).
I had hoped for the participants’ enthusiastic response, yet I feared the importance
of the church would be the least helpful aspect. However, their response eclipsed my
highest hopes and intensified my belief in the power of Christian community and the
relational nature of the church. In the concluding interviews, 100 percent of the
participants stated they liked experiencing the retreat as a group and would have even
enjoyed more dialogue with others.
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Wesleyan Theology and Biblical Holiness
The third major finding concerning Wesleyan theology and biblical holiness,
affirms this particular theological component effective in creating attitudinal change in
the participants.
Personal observation. As noted previously, this area was where some barriers to
understanding the theological concept created an impediment. More than any other topic,
this section needed additional clarification in the concluding interviews for some of the
participants. However, despite some of the barriers, this area of the retreat, since the
emphasis centered on growth, holy living, and transformation, could ultimately lead to
the greatest levels of behavioral change. With the Trinity, the learning appeared along the
lines of devotion and inspiration, whereas the teachings on holiness theology appeared to
possess greater strains of cognition. For example, I observed growing levels of thinking
and mental processing as the participants sought to understand the doctrine before
applying it to their lives. Once those connections occurred, the participants realized the
spiritual potential of actual change and transformation, which created both excitement
and apprehension.
Literature review. The findings confirm that the participants largely agree with
the components of Wesleyan theology communicated during the retreat. Unfortunately,
the time constraints simply do not allow necessary duration to determine if long-term
behavioral change occurred. However, the initial affirmations and understandings of the
Wesleyan components of the faith create an opportunity for participants to experience the
inward transformations necessary to live the holy life presented in the literature review.
Participants understood, at least elementarily, that Wesleyan theology extends to social
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ills, seeking to transform the brokenness of the world, a brokenness that includes the
martial plight espoused in this paper.
Biblical. The literature review presented a thorough lecture on holiness as
contained in both the Old and New Testaments. Emphasis centered on the Old Testament
components of Ancient Israel existing in a covenantal relationship with God, set apart for
holy lives and actions. God intended to ground every facet of their social lives in the
Holiness Codes because the Lord sought to create holy behavior and customs in every
area of their lives and culture. Echoing of these themes occurred in the New Testament
believers and churches in which God sought to create holy lives, societies, and cultures
wherever people believed in the gospel of Christ. For many of the participants, the
biblical portrayal of holiness was a new concept because heavy emphasis is often placed
on one’s soul going to heaven after death, with little expressions of how faith can change
lives here on earth. Many people think of life in a deterministic manner, where everything
is thought to be part of God’s purpose or plan rather than realizing the Bible teaches that
believers are meant to live holy lives, change their behaviors, and transform the fallen
world around them.
This experience reinforced my fear that people grow up in the United Methodist
Church yet have little understanding of holiness or transformation, which motivates me to
continue to invest in teaching and preaching biblical holiness in churches I serve. Sadly,
for many of the participants, this initial exposure to holiness occurred after years apart
from God, meaning layers of hurts and heartaches have built up, which will probably
slow the transformation process. Again, this realization motivates me as a pastor to instill
in congregations invitations to holiness at every stage of life. However, witnessing the
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potential the doctrine of holiness could have in the participants and the yearnings for
transformation their body language displayed tells me that holiness theology is a
powerful option and remedy for the ills of the twenty-first century.
The Purpose of Marriage
The fourth major finding, the importance of developing a theological purpose of
marriage, proved effective in helping participants understand the historic shifts and
transitions regarding marriage and relationships.
Personal observation. This session received 100 percent affirmation as one of
the most significant parts of the retreat that led to changes in participant attitudes. I also
observed that this session was the most entertaining and generated the most discussion
among the participants. To communicate the historical shifts and social constructs
influencing the purpose of marriage, I presented a slideshow of common depictions of
marriages and families spanning each decade from the 40s to present day. This session
created the greatest wow factor in the participants, as they engaged the subconscious
worldviews in their lives and within the various generations of North American culture.
Participants expressed enlightenment and clarity in gaining insights into the social
constructs and influences that shape their views of dating, relationships, and marriage.
Literature review. The literature review emphasized personal happiness and the
unhealthy attitudes of happiness many possess, which create unrealistic expectations
impossible for spouses to fulfill (Coontz, “Origins of Modern Divorce” 8-10; Campbell
and Wright, “Marriage Today” 329, 331, 338; Campbell, Wright, and Flores 109, 119;
Wright, Simmons, and Campbell 234). In addition, in previous generations, marriage
entailed aspects beyond romantic sentiments and helped cultivate greater levels of
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commitment and endurance in nuptial unions (Coontz 8-10; Cherlin 848; Campbell and
Wright 329). Contrasting personal happiness versus eras in American history where
marriage bound together economic and social stability alongside romantic sentiments,
participants saw the self-centered perspective many bring to marriage today. While I was
careful not to suggest a rose-colored view of the past, I said that previous generations
understood marriage as a combination of multiple factors beyond individual expressions
of happiness. This helped participants see some factors necessary for the long-term health
and vitality of marriage that are often lacking in the twenty-first century.
The literature review demonstrated that basing the purpose of marriage on
individual happiness increases the likelihood of martial unhappiness and/or divorce
(Coontz 8-10; Campbell and Wright 338; Campbell, Wright, and Flores 108, 119).
Participants specifically noted the phrase generation me makes we difficult, a phrase
utilized by the presenters frequently during this session of the retreat, helped them
understand self-centeredness and that selfishness creates challenges to marriage.
Participants reported that present-day cultural influences do not help people develop
skills of commitment, sacrifice, or endurance which occurred more naturally in
heightened agrarian, rural times in American history. Instead, participants grew up in a
society steeped in individualism and consumerism, where people often develop a
mentality about getting whatever one demands or desires. Further, the customer is king
and similar mantras can create attitudes of entitlement that challenge the sacrificial nature
necessary for healthy marital relationships.
The literature review also identified struggles with intimacy in North America, the
rise of cohabitation, and the impact of increased sexual activity, all of which can

Black 139
detrimentally affect marriage (Cherlin 848-49; Armstrong 281-82; Popenoe 429-30;
Pinsof 147; Joyner and Waite 247; Thornton 883, 885; Blekesaune and Pedersen 179).
Today’s young adults grew up with phenomenal exposure to sexual images, sexual
marketing, promiscuity television, ease of accessing pornography, and increased social
acceptance of casual sex. Participants received the data in the literature review, which
communicates that greater amounts of premarital sexual activity and/or cohabitation
increase one’s capacity for infidelity and/or divorce (Popenoe 429-30; Popenoe and
Whitehead 1, 4; Gatzeva and Paik 29-30). Part of the purpose of marriage is the
opportunity to share sexual intimacy with another human being. However, the perverse
nature of American culture combats sacred elements of the intimate life shared between
husbands and wives, despite studies showing the highest physical and emotional pleasure
of sexual activity occurring in healthy marriages. The literature review also identified the
various factors and relationships in the workforce that, while necessary, can create
increased opportunities for infidelity (Campbell and Wright 332; Campbell, Wright, and
Flores 109; Atkins, Baucom, and Jacobson 743, 745). Helping couples see the blending
of work and home life, late night e-mails and text messages between colleagues,
overnight travel, and the socialization of the work environment can create relationships
that often lead to infidelity.
Biblical. Aspects of the Trinity were present in this session, particularly the ways
in which the Bible shows the Triune God in a loving, sacrificial relationship (John 14:1517, 14:25-31, 17; Phil. 2:1-6, Col. 1:15-20). Rather than approaching marriage expecting,
or possibly even demanding, spouses to meet and fulfill unrealistic or consumerist
expectations, participants saw examples of marriages based on the biblical portrayal of
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the sacrificial nature within the Godhead. Another text, Philippians 2, presented the
servanthood Jesus and the Bible’s invitation for humans to embody similar
characteristics. Application of those concepts followed when the session invited
participants to develop the purpose for their marriage based on these biblical virtues and
models.
This session created the most buzz because participants enjoyed the slideshow,
which sparked immediate conversations. This session also utilized a significant amount
of media and visuals, which enhanced the learning styles of a generation that is largely
visual in nature. The participants had a sense of relevance and interest because they could
grapple with theological concepts from their daily lives in a culturally relevant and
intriguing manner. Indeed, speaking about God within the iconic cultural images of their
lives created rich conversations that transformed academic issues and doctrinal
statements into a medium they understood. This session contained a powerful instrument
with cultural images that proved effective in starting fruitful conversations about ways
excessive consumerism and technology can create a sense of entitlement, instant
gratification, lack of loyalty, and self-glorification, and the ways those mentalities work
against the sacrificial nature of love and relationships necessary for enduring and
prospering marriages.
Understanding, Applying, and Extending God’s Love
The fifth major finding, understanding, applying, and extending God’s love,
affirms that this particular theological component was effective in creating attitudinal
change in the participants.
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Personal observation. My observation of this area of the retreat was that it filled
a void that participants knew existed yet were unsure how to fill. For example,
participants appeared affirming of the contention that love is a concept used with such
frequency and in varying levels of seriousness that many people do not possess a clear
definition of love. Many people, therefore, turn to popular media, romantic novels, and
Disney films to inform their understanding of love, which often morphs into a happilyever-after syndrome or a trite sentimentality lacking the enduring, preserving, sacrificial
attitude of love needed for strong marriages. The presentation of God’s love, both in
theological depth and practical application, helped couples deepen their concept of love.
After this session, couples better understood not only the depth of God’s love in their
own lives but also how God’s love could inform their attitudes regarding marital love.
Literature review. This part of the retreat drew from three areas of the literature
review utilized in earlier sessions but in this instance focusing on developing an attitude
of love based on God’s love. First, another reference occurred regarding the notion of
personal happiness based on individual wants, desires, and demands, in this instance as a
detriment to possessing a sacrificial attitude of love (Coontz 8-10; Campbell and Wright
329, 331, 338; Campbell, Wright, and Flores 109, 119; Wright, Simmons, and Campbell
224). Second, the Trinity received an additional reference, with this portion drawing on a
section of the literature review, contending the divine love within the Triune God should
serve as the basis for human conceptions of love (Gunton 215; Kinlaw 16; Seamands,
“Theology of Ministry”; Ministry 73; Balswick and Balswick 18; Murray 125;
Pannenberg 426; Torrance qtd. in Seamands “Theology of Ministry” lecture). Trinitarian
love stands in stark contrast to the trite or unrealistic components of love often espoused,
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and participants could see immediately the benefits of applying Trinitarian love to their
marriage. Third, this session referenced the contentions that cultural depictions of sex as
a physical and lustful experience, with little regard for the love shared between partners,
erodes away the sacred, spiritual components of sexual activity (Armstrong 248, 281-83,
288, 295; Laumann et al; Joyner and Waite 248-49, 258-59; Wright, Simmons, and
Campbell 224; Campbell, Wright, and Flores 108, 119; Gatzeva and Paik 29-30;
Campbell and Wright 331-34; Tsapelas, Aron, and Oruch 544; Popenoe and Whitehead
1; Blekesaune and Pedersen 179). This section of the retreat emphasized that God’s love
should permeate all human attitudes, including attitudes of sexual behavior.
While drawing on previous areas of emphasis, this session also introduced a final
aspect of the literature review, the cross of Christ, and the importance of the cross in
understanding how the love of God flows into human hearts and inspires human actions
(Gunton 215; Lake 18, 41; Torrance qtd. in Seamands “Theology of Ministry” lecture;
Nowen 37-71; Seamands “Theology of Ministry” lecture). For a variety of reasons,
people often bring hurts, shame, or heartache into their marriages. Likewise, spouses
often hold their partners’ previous actions, especially sexual actions, or perhaps hurts
from within their own relationships, against one another. The theological contention of
this dissertation stresses that salvation is not just about an eternal destination of the soul
after death but a present reality in human lives and actions. In addition, Wesleyan
theology emphasizes the potential transformation that can occur from the new birth via
the atoning work of redemption flowing from the love of God. The cross of Christ and
the forgiveness of sin is not a detached or stoic doctrine, possessing instead new realities
in every area of life, including forgiving oneself and spouse from previous hurts and
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heartaches (Collins, Faithful Witness 69, 138-39; Scripture Way 113, 117; Greathouse
63-64; Harper 349; Campbell 58; Langford 36). Healthy marriages happen, the session
contended, when spouses apply God’s love as their understanding of human love and
when each person understands himself or herself and one another as forgiven through the
atoning power of the cross of Christ.
Biblical. The utilization of numerous biblical passages undergirded this session of
the retreat. Most notably, the previously mentioned Johannine material received frequent
references, as well as introducing participants to the biblical theology of hesed (Old
Testament covenants) and agape love (throughout the New Testament), contrasting the
covenantal love of God with cultural expressions of love. Participants marveled over
seeing the depth of God’s love contained in Scripture as opposed to the common
depictions of love frequently possessed and evident in the room. A large emphasis of the
retreat focused on practical applications of the material, particularly as the material
related to marriage. Similarly, this session attempted to help couples weave their
relationships into the biblical portrayal of love by having participants reflect on their love
for one another in conjunction with the biblical material of this session. For example, an
exercise weaving hesed and agape into modern language asked participants to see their
marriages as adventures where challenges create opportunities for meaningful endurance,
when each partner plays an irreplaceable role in his or her covenant with God and one
another. This approach helped participants connect with the biblical components in ways
they not only understood but were exciting and inspirational as well.
I cannot limit the importance of understanding the depths of God’s love and the
power of the forgiveness of human sin through the cross of Christ. Helping participants
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connect these grand doctrines of Christianity to their relationships and daily aspects of
their marriages bore great fruit and has potential for future use of this material. In the
concluding interviews, 100 percent of the participants affirmed they possess a greater
understanding of God’s love from participating in the retreat. The concluding interviews
also demonstrated that many of the participants carried tremendous guilt or heartaches
from previous relationships and had never forgiven themselves for their actions. Three
couples specifically said that they had not forgiven each other for a variety of reasons,
and eight people reported not knowing how to connect the cross of Christ to specific
issues in their lives and marriages. The dominant expression of salvation usually focuses
on going to heaven after death, and while participants understood those aspects of
salvation, they were largely unaware of how salvation can influence their marriage. These
aspects greatly inform the practice of ministry not just for future seminars but also within
various components of the pastoral office. The participants portrayed a sense of relief at
receiving a remedy to the shallowness of water-downed expressions and superficial usage
of love, along with seeing the practical applications of the cross of Christ to their deepest
hurts and needs.
Implications of the Findings
The impact of the retreat is significant in several important ways. First, 100
percent of the participants stated that they enjoyed the retreat, would attend again, and
would recommend the retreat to their friends and family. Second, 100 percent of the
participants reported that they more deeply understood the theology and marital relevance
of the Trinity and the love of God. Additionally, 100 percent reported they possess a
greater understanding of the purpose of marriage and the cultural influences that can
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create a worldview detrimental to the health and vitality of marriage. The majority of the
participants reported a greater level of understanding holiness, both in theological terms
and application to marriage and elementary aspects of Wesleyan theology. The majority
of participants reported higher levels of agreement regarding the importance of the
church. Two participants took vows of membership in a church after the retreat, and one
participant made an immediate switch from mostly disagreeing about the importance of
the church in creating a healthy marriage to mostly agreeing about the importance of a
faith community. Participants increased their scores in all eight subscales, with two of the
subscales and seven of the individual questions showing significant change. Participants
also reported that the retreat made them more aware of potentially adulterous
relationships, improved their communication, saw the presence of God in their daily
interactions, and regarded pornography and social media engagements with higher levels
of inappropriateness and caution.
Based on the experiences of those who participated, Henning Memorial UMC (the
home church of two of the couples in the retreat) requested offering this seminar in
February. University UMC (the home church of one of the couples in the retreat)
requested the seminar when the dissertation is complete, as did St. Luke-Simpson UMC
and First UMC Baton Rouge. The church I pastor, Moss Bluff UMC, supports me by
investing the necessary time in the coming months to make the seminar available for use
throughout the Louisiana Annual Conference. The future goals remain to offer this
program throughout the state, develop a curriculum and discipleship program with shortterm and long-term goals, and eventually write a book.
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Limitations of the Study
Since this study targeted people in the United Methodist Church of the Lake
Charles District, an initial limitation is the probability that this project would only
connect with people that resonate, understand, and/or agree with Wesleyan theology. One
couple who completed the project attends an evangelical church outside of the Wesleyan
tradition, but they grew up in the Methodist church and received an upbringing in
Wesleyan theology. This particular couple reported that they greatly enjoyed the retreat
and found the material very helpful. Though representing only one couple, their favorable
experience suggests that if a couple received Wesleyan influence at some point in their
lives, or if they are part of a church that emphasizes spiritual growth and transformation
in ways compatible with Wesleyan theology, this event could generalize across
ecumenical lines more so than anticipated. Nonetheless, since all of the participants had
Wesleyan theology in their backgrounds, connecting with other theological traditions
remains a limitation.
Another limitation existed from a barrier to understanding theological language,
especially regarding the concept of holiness. During the concluding interviews, four of
the participants stated they did not understand the concept of holiness. Furthermore, three
participants did not think holiness was defined clearly enough and had trouble answering
those questions on the survey, while three other participants did not think holiness was
defined adequately but were familiar enough with the doctrine that they could still answer
the survey questions especially the second time they took the survey. Another theological
barrier existed regarding the phrase cross of Jesus, and three participants required further
discussion in the concluding interview to understand the theological concept. Even
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though the majority of the participants understood the concept, the connection was
limited regarding the cross of Jesus and aspects of their marriages. For example,
participants responded unanimously that people needed to forgive themselves and their
spouses for previous sexual experiences, yet 60 percent reported connecting the cross of
Jesus to that area of their lives was not a connection they had made before. Thus,
understanding the theological language of the project could be limited in regards to one’s
depth of spiritual maturity and theological training.
The Trinity received no barriers to theological understanding; however, all of the
participants were Christians and at least nominally connected to a local church. Thus, a
limitation in understanding the Trinity could exist should nonbelievers take part in this
type of marriage retreat in the future. Of course, this concern extends beyond the Trinity
as to whether a nonbeliever or somebody with little if any church experience could
potentially find much of the material inexplicable. Therefore, a limitation exists in the
fact that only Christians took part in the project, and a potential limitation in the future
could arise regarding distinct Christian doctrine and theology for nonbelievers or people
with minimal church experiences.
Finally, a limitation of time exists, as it normally takes a longer interval of time
for behavioral change to occur than the small amount of time encompassing the duration
of my project. The retreat lasted for one day with the concluding interview occurring
within two weeks of the retreat. The retreat lasted for five hours and the concluding
interviews averaged forty-five minutes, creating difficulty to determine if long-term
behavioral changes occurred.
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Unexpected Observations
I was pleasantly surprised to see all eighteen of the participants complete the
project and take the entire event seriously. Knowing the struggles many young adults
have with commitment and inconsistency, I feared some of the participants might drop
out, not finish the material, or just go through the motions. However, 100 percent of the
participants remained engaged throughout. Even those who appeared apprehensive all
loosened up and participated in meaningful ways. The interviews stressed that each
participant found the event important and 100 percent of the participants said they would
come again and recommend to their friends.
I was also pleasantly surprised to see how quickly the participants began to put
aspects of the retreat into practice. A limitation of the study is the small window of time
in which everything occurred, and a longer period of time is necessary to determine if the
initial attitudinal changes lead to actual behavioral changes and transformation. However,
the swiftness, sincerity, and intensity by which the couples immediately began applying
the primary aspects of the treat leads me to believe this experience will create the deep
formative change to help them remedy the identified factors that can lead to marital
unhappiness and/or divorce.
I was surprised and disappointed to see the infidelity scores did not move more
with the second administration of the FIAI survey. Though movement occurred, I would
have preferred to see questions about pornography and romantic thoughts about
somebody else receive a 7.0 Likert-scale score, which, as addressed previously, is the
highest strongly agree score. I understand that work relationships and social media
contact have different viewpoints and contexts, so seeing moderate scores from those
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questions was still a little surprising but understandable. However, perhaps the lack of
movement regarding pornography indicates the normalization of porn in American
culture. In future retreats, more teaching is essential on this subject matter, with greater
emphasis in both the teachings of holiness as well as Trinitarian theology.
Recommendations
Regarding the material presented, the participants did not suggest any major
recommendations and when specifically asked if anything needed eliminating, 100
percent affirmed that all of the content should remain for future use. The teachings on the
Trinity, the purpose of marriage, and understanding and applying God’s love received the
highest percentages of affirmation and led to the greatest levels of attitudinal change. In
addition, the practical nature of the retreat and application examples of the Trinity and
holiness received consistent and meaningful affirmations as well. Finally, the teachings
on the church, theological constructions of understanding marriage, and spiritual
components of intimacy excited couples and received high recommendations to replicate
for future presentations.
The concluding interviews indicated that the participants consistently thought the
length of the retreat, layout of the presentations, and flow of the event worked extremely
well. The hospitality of snacks, coffee/tea bar, childcare, breaks, and a delicious lunch
created a comfortable and enjoyable atmosphere for the participants. The participants
believed the varying learning styles engaged maximized education and retention.
Participants specifically said the handouts from the purpose of marriage, reflection
exercises and worksheets utilized throughout the day, and private time for each couple
created a wonderful retreat and experience.
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The participants made a few recommendations that can enhance the retreat in the
future. First, while the participants loved the teachings on the Trinity, this session did not
contain any handouts, images, or media. For future use, accompanying materials and
visuals could enhance this session. Second, a few participants struggled with
understanding the theology of holiness and the cross of Christ. For future seminars or
retreats, I need to anticipate some participants possessing minimal theological cognition.
Third, despite stressing the communal nature of young adults, the retreat did not contain
any significant group interactions. The majority of participants suggested having table
group discussions and some even suggested optional role-playing to add another learning
style to the retreat or to add humor to ease the anxiety around a serious issue. A
pragmatic recommendation routinely mentioned in the concluding interview was having a
reference list available. Throughout the retreat, the presenters referenced several authors
and books, and the participants thought having a list of those works would be helpful.
Finally, the participants unanimously recommended having next steps available such as a
Bible study, small group study on marriage, mentoring couples or clergy to debrief the
material, or social media discussion options. Furthermore, the participants recommended
a second retreat a few months later that would serve as a refresher course, barometer of
growth, and an opportunity for advancing their knowledge and formation.
Future areas of research include offering the retreat to the previously mentioned
churches, which will allow opportunities to sharpen the presentation and gather more
data. I would like to attend other marriage retreats as an observer, in hopes of
determining best practices and available resources. Several churches, specifically First
UMC Baton Rouge, expressed interest in helping develop a three to five year discipleship
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model in hopes of establishing this retreat as the first event in a long-term discipleship
plan. I plan to research various options, specifically options that include mentoring
couples, in pursuit of developing a long-term plan. Lastly, I plan to stay in relationship
and conversation with Kiesling and the Doctor of Ministry program, not only for personal
growth but also to develop this material further.
The future of this material will certainly entail changes in practice. In order to
write a book and/or a curriculum, I need to change the format. I intend to identify the
main contentions and findings of the dissertation and write in a way conducive to
chapters in a book and/or components of a curriculum. Another change in practice is to
provide greater emphasis on the dangers of pornography. While some movement
occurred, I was initially disappointed the pornography scores did not reflect greater
attitudinal change. However, the defense hearing suggested the possibility that the initial
movement indicated an important awareness of the issue to a culture largely exposed to
pornography. In other words, perhaps the small step was more important than originally
thought, and adding more on this issue is a needed enhancement for this program.
Another change in practice is offering this program to churches outside of the United
Methodist Church, in hopes of deepening relationships with other bodies adhering to
Wesleyan theology, as well as with brothers and sisters of the broader universal church.
A final change in practice, particularly with the references I made to secular studies, is
connecting this program to existing family-related initiatives in the communities I serve
or places I offer this material. With this change, my material can foster discipleship
within the church and connect the church to existing programs seeking to create an
environment of healthy marriages and families throughout North American culture. In
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doing so, the material can be another example of Wesleyan theology flowing out of the
church into the community, connecting people in need to the love and grace of Almighty
God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
Postscript
I would need another dissertation to convey what the Doctor of Ministry program
has meant to me over the last six years. I truly cannot explain all that I learned or the
depth of spiritual formation that occurred. Without any hesitancy, the Asbury DMin made
me a stronger pastor, helped me heal from broken places in my life, strengthened
churches I served and prepared me for future ministry. The intervention project deeply
touched nine couples and four churches and is being tightened and strengthened for use in
the not-too-distant future. I am beyond grateful for the opportunity to take part in the
DMin journey at Asbury Theological Seminary, an institution that has been so significant
in my life and ministry.
To everybody involved at every step on the journey, to the faculty and DMIN
office, to my beloved Asbury Seminary, to my precious family, to my cherished
Wesleyan heritage, and to the churches I served throughout this experience, please
receive my deepest thanks. I can only hope and pray to honor you, and honor our blessed
Lord and His glorious kingdom, with the knowledge gleaned. Thanks be to God, Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit, One God now and forevermore, Amen.
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APPENDIX A
INVITATION AND INFORMED CONSENT LETTER
“For Better Not Worse”
By John Robert Black
You are invited to be in a research study being done by John Robert Black from
Asbury Theological Seminary. You are invited because you are a young adult who is
engaged or has been married less than 5 years. Further, you had, or are planning, a
Christian wedding and are at least casually affiliated with a United Methodist
congregation in the Lake Charles District of the Louisiana Annual Conference.
If you agree to be in the study, you will be asked to come to a group meeting to
discuss the project, complete the FIAI questionnaire individually and have a subsequent
interview with your spouse/fiancée and Rev. Black, attend a marriage retreat based on
Wesleyan and Trinitarian theology, complete the FIAI questionnaire a second time
individually, and have a final interview with your spouse/fiancée and Rev. Black.
Only your spouse/fiancée, Rev. Black, and the retreat participants and leaders will
know that you are in the study. If anyone else is given information about you, they will
not know your name. A number or initials will be used instead of your name.
If something makes you feel bad while you are in the study, please tell Rev. Black. If you
decide at any time you do not want to finish the study, you may stop whenever you want.
You can ask Rev. Black questions any time about anything in this study.
Signing this paper means that you have read this and that you want to be in the
study. If you do not want to be in the study, do not sign the paper. Being in the study is
up to you, and no one will be mad if you do not sign this paper or even if you change
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your mind later. You agree that you have been told about this study and why it is being
done and what to do.

Signature of Person Agreeing to be in the Study

Date Signed
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APPENDIX B
FIAI QUESTIONNAIRE

Statement
It is a man’s primary
responsibility to provide for the
family.
It is necessary for both spouses
to work outside of the home.
It is okay for both of us to
work outside of the home until
we have children, and then one
of us needs to stay home with
the kids.
Work is not just a place to earn
a paycheck;-it is a place to
discover God’s call on our
lives and we should see work
as a way we fulfill our purpose
in life.
It is okay for the husband to
make less money than the wife.
Stay-home dads are an option
for 21st century marriages.
Housework is primarily the
wife’s responsibility.
Men are the primary
disciplinarians for children.
It is appropriate for men to
show emotion.
Tending to the kids is primarily
the mother’s responsibility.
Gender stereotypes are fading,
which is a positive step in
society.
Your spouse should make you
happy.
Spouses should set aside time
for one another.
Spouses should spend all of
their free time together.
The health of a marriage is
measured by your personal
happiness in the marriage.
Marriages should expect rough
patches at times.
Couples in healthy marriages
never fight.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Somewhat
Agree

Neither
Agree or
Disagree

Somewhat
Disagree

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree
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Statement

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Somewhat
Agree

Neither
Agree or
Disagree

Somewhat
Disagree

Mostly
Disagree

Neither
Agree or
Disagree

Somewha
t Disagree

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

It’s important for spouses to
spend time away from one
another occasionally with
friends, shopping, playing
golf, etc.
Love is accurately portrayed in
Disney and Hollywood
movies.
Love involves sacrifice.
Your commitment to the
marriage depends on your
personal happiness.
As long as people still get
married, prior cohabitation
will not influence one’s
marriage.

I consider the following an aspect of infidelity:
Statement
Flirting with somebody.
Social media contact with an
old flame.
Use of pornography.
Watching cable television
featuring nudity.
Lunch with a member of the
opposite sex.
Romantic thoughts about
somebody other than your
spouse.
Reading graphic novels.
Emotionally connecting with a
member of the opposite sex
without physical contact.
Allowing romantic novels to
create an ideal mate.
Drinks with coworkers after
hours
Dinner with coworkers on
business trips
Females are primarily
portrayed in the media in
sexually promiscuous ways.
It is important for spouses to
know one another’s sexual
history.
One’s sexual history can bring
pain and insecurity to marriage.
It is important for spouses to
forgive one another for his/her
sexual past.
People can have regret and
shame about their own sexual
history.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Somewha
t Agree

Strongly
Disagree
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Statement
It is important for people to
forgive themselves for their
sexual history.
Relationships at work are
harmless relationships.
Any issues that led to
cohabitation do not carry over
into marriage
Cohabitation is a good way to
make sure a marriage will be
successful.
Sex is both a physical and
emotional experience.
Honoring your partner is
important in healthy sexual
relationships.
Sex is also a spiritual
experience.
When a person is unhappy in
marriage, the chance of
adultery increases.
Even in a culture driven by sex,
it is possible to stay committed
to one person for an entire
lifetime.
Love is when you value the
happiness of your spouse as
much as you value your own
happiness.
Love is when you value the
happiness of your spouse more
than yourself.
Cohabitation is virtually the
same as marriage
Faith in God can change
people.
God desires people to grow.
Faith is an important aspect of
marriage.
All people have issues, and
sometimes marriage is working
through issues.
Faith in God can help couples
overcome problems.
Living a holy life is part of
salvation.
God desires people to live holy
lives.
The holier people are, the
stronger marriage they will
have.
The Trinity has a large impact
on daily life.
The Trinity can have a big
impact on marriage.
Experiencing the cross of Jesus
is a crucial part of healthy
marriages.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Somewha
t Agree

Neither
Agree or
Disagree

Somewha
t Disagree

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree
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Statement
The characteristics of God can
be imparted into humans.
Holiness is a large emphasis of
the Bible.
God desires to transform the
brokenness of the world.
The brokenness of the world
includes the amount of divorce
and unhappy marriages in our
culture.
Faith can a big impact on
decision-making.
Holiness can create healthy
sexual intimacy between
husbands and wives.
Being part of a church is
extremely important for a
strong marriage.
People can believe in God but
being part of a church is not
that important.
God has called the church to
be a place of light shining in
the world.
Concerns about marriage are
just a Christian belief and not
supported by other areas of
academic research.
The church is a special place
that can help me in my life.
Being with other believers on
a regular basis is important.

Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Somewhat
Agree

Neither
Agree or
Disagree

Somewhat
Disagree

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree
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APPENDIX C
INDIVIDUAL QUESTIONS WITHIN EACH SUBSCALE
AND AVERAGE SCORES
Subscale
GENDER ROLES
Work is not just a place to earn a
paycheck—it is a place to discover
God’s call on our lives.
It is okay for both of us to work outside
of the home.
It is a man’s primary responsibility to
provide for the family.
When we have children, one of us
needs to stay home with the kids.
Work is a way we fulfill our purpose in
life.
It is okay for the husband to make less
money than the wife.
Stay-home dads are an option for 21st
century marriages.
Housework is primarily the wife’s
responsibility.
Men are the primary disciplinarians for
children.

Pretest
Score
5.88
6.59
4.19
4.59
4.41
6.00

5.12

3.19
3.38

It is appropriate for men to show
emotion.

6.41

Tending to the kids is primarily the
mother’s responsibility.

3.29

Gender stereotypes are fading, which is
a positive step in society.

4.71

INFIDELITY

Subscale
MARRIAGE
Your spouse should make you
happy.
Spouses should set aside time for
one another.
Spouses should spend all of their
free time together.
The health of a marriage is
measured by your personal
happiness in the marriage.
Marriages should expect rough
patches at times.
Couples in healthy marriages never
fight.
It’s important for spouses to spend
time away from one another
occasionally with friends,
shopping, playing golf, etc.
Love is accurately portrayed in
Hollywood movies.
Love involves sacrifice.
Your commitment to the marriage
depends on your personal
happiness.
Disney films are accurate
portrayals of love.
As long as people still get married,
prior cohabitation will not
influence one’s marriage.

Pretest
Score
6.38
6.88
2.82
5.24
5.94
2.00

6.50

1.35
6.88
3.94
3.94
1.47

SEXUALITY

Flirting with somebody.

4.71

Social media contact with a previous
relationship.

3.47

Viewing pornography.

4.29

Watching cable television featuring
nudity.

2.82

Females are primarily portrayed in
the media in sexually promiscuous
ways.
One’s sexual history can bring
pain and insecurity to marriage.
It is important for spouses to
forgive one another for his/her
sexual past.
People can have regret and shame
about their own sexual history.

6.24
6.00
6.65
6.59
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Subscale
INFIDELITY
Lunch with a member of the opposite
sex.
Romantic thoughts about somebody
other than your spouse.

Pretest
Score
2.44
5.06

Reading graphic novels.

2.71

Emotionally connecting with a member
of the opposite sex without physical
contact

4.53

Drinks with coworkers after hours.

3.06

Allowing romantic novels to create an
ideal mate.

4.71

Dinner with coworkers on business
trips.

2.47

Subscale
SEXUALITY
It is important for people to forgive
themselves for their sexual history.
Relationships at work are harmless
relationships.
Any factors that lead to
cohabitation do not carry over into
marriage.
Cohabitation is a good way to
make sure a marriage will be
successful.
Sex is both a physical and
emotional experience.
Honoring one’s partner is
important in healthy sexual
relationships.
Sex is also a spiritual experience.
When a person is unhappy in
marriage, the chance of adultery
increases.
Even in a culture driven by sex, it
is possible to remain sexually
committed to one person for an
entire lifetime.
Love is when you value the
happiness of your spouse as much
as you value your own happiness.
Love is when you value the
happiness of your spouse more
than yourself.
Cohabitation is virtually the same
as marriage.

FAITH
6.88

God desires people to grow.

7.00

Faith can have a big impact on
decision-making.

6.65
2.76
2.59

3.59
6.47
6.76
6.06
5.59

6.76

5.76

5.35
2.06

FAITH AND MARRIAGE

Faith in God can change people.

Living a holy life is part of a Christian
understanding of salvation.
The characteristics of God can be
imparted into humans.
Holiness is a large emphasis of the
Bible.
God desires to transform the
brokenness of the world.

Pretest
Score

6.93
6.29
6.18
6.82
6.82

Faith is an important aspect of
marriage.
All people have struggles—
sometimes marriage is working
through struggles.
Faith in God can help couples
overcome problems.
Holy behavior can create a
stronger marriage.
The Trinity can have a big impact
on marriage.
Experiencing the cross of Jesus is a
crucial part of healthy marriages.
The brokenness of the world
includes the amount of divorce and
unhappy marriages in our culture.

6.81
6.75
6.88
6.88
6.63
6.35
6.41
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Subscale
FAITH

Pretest
Score

CHURCH

Pretest
Score

Holiness can enhance healthy
sexual intimacy between husbands
and wives.

6.24

CHURCH AND MARRIAGE

People can believe in God but being
part of a church is not that important.

2.65

God has called the church to be a place
of light shining in the world.

6.82

The church is a special place that can
help me in my life.
Being with other believers on a regular
basis is important.

Subscale
MARRIAGE

6.71
6.59

Being part of a church is important
for a strong marriage.
Concerns about the health of
marriage are just a Christian
concern and not supported by other
areas of academic research.

6.47

1.88
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APPENDIX D
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF AVERAGE ITEM SCORES
BY PRETEST AND POSTTEST (N = 18)
Pretest Average
Scores
M (SD)

Posttest
Average Scores
M (SD)

t (df)

5.88 (1.22)

6.41 (0.80)

-1.85 (16)

6.59 (0.80)

6.24 (1.15)

1.69 (16)

4.19 (2.27)

5.06 (1.75)

-2.15 (16)*

4.59 (1.66)

4.47 (1.59)

0.37 (16)

4.41 (1.54)

4.82 (1.33)

-1.16 (16)

6.00 (1.28)

6.24 (1.15)

-0.75 (16)

5.12 (1.41)

5.47 (1.55)

-1.56 (16)

3.19 (1.67)

2.38 (1.67)

2.03 (16)

3.38 (1.86)

3.69 (2.12)

-0.68 (16)

6.41 (1.06)

6.53 (0.62)

-0.49 (16)

3.29 (1.90)

3.06 (1.92)

0.37 (16)

4.71 (1.93)

5.29 (1.69)

-1.71 (16)

Your spouse should make you happy.
Spouses should set aside time for one
another.
Spouses should spend all of their free time
together.
The health of a marriage is measured by your
personal happiness in the marriage.
Marriages should expect rough patches at
times.

6.38 (1.15)

5.81 (1.60)

2.52 (15)*

6.88 (0.34)

6.56 (1.26)

0.96 (15)

2.82 (1.51)

3.18 (1.67)

-0.61 (16)

5.24 (2.08)

4.59 (1.77)

1.26 (16)

5.94 (1.30)

6.47 (0.94)

-1.71 (16)

Couples in healthy marriages never fight.

2.00 (1.58)

1.71 (1.31)

0.84 (16)

6.50 (0.82)

6.38 (1.09)

1.00 (15)

1.35 (0.86)

1.41 (1.23)

-0.19 (16)

Gender Roles
Work is not just a place to earn a
paycheck—it’s a place to discover God’s call
on our lives.
It is okay for both of us to work outside of
the home.
It is a man’s primary responsibility to
provide for the family.
When we have children, one of us needs to
stay home with the kids.
Work is a way we fulfill our purpose in life.
It is okay for the husband to make less
money than the wife.
Stay-home dads are an option for 21st
century marriages.
Housework is primarily the wife’s
responsibility.
Men are the primary disciplinarians for
children.
It is appropriate for men to show emotion.
Tending to the kids is primarily the mother’s
responsibility.
Gender stereotypes are fading, which is a
positive step in society.
Marriage

It’s important for spouses to spend time
away from one another occasionally with
friends, shopping, playing golf, etc.
Love is accurately portrayed in Hollywood
movies.
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Pretest Average
Scores
M (SD)

Posttest
Average Scores
M (SD)

t (df)

Love involves sacrifice.

6.88 (0.33)

6.47 (1.07)

1.51 (16)

Your commitment to the marriage depends
on your personal happiness.

3.94 (2.56)

4.12 (2.45)

-0.31 (16)

Disney films are accurate portrayals of love.

1.47 (0.87)

1.29 (0.47)

0.90 (16)

As long as people still get married, prior
cohabitation will not influence one’s
marriage.

3.18 (1.67)

3.18 (1.47)

0.00 (16)

Flirting with somebody.

4.71 (2.31)

5.47 (1.38)

-1.59 (16)

Social media contact with a previous
relationship.

3.47 (2.13)

4.24 (2.02)

-1.27 (16)

Viewing pornography.

4.29 (2.20)

5.76 (1.52)

-2.98 (16)**

Watching cable television featuring nudity.

2.82 (1.74)

3.53 (1.77)

-2.01 (16)

Lunch with a member of the opposite sex.

2.44 (1.46)

3.00 (1.93)

-1.17 (15)

Romantic thoughts about somebody other
than your spouse.

5.06 (2.30)

6.00 (1.66)

-1.53 (16)

Reading graphic novels.

2.71 (1.65)

3.47 (2.07)

-1.38 (16)

Emotionally connecting with a member of
the opposite sex without physical contact

4.53 (2.38)

5.24 (2.36)

-1.11 (16)

Drinks with co-workers after hours.

3.06 (1.68)

2.94 (1.89)

0.24 (16)

Allowing romantic novels to create an ideal
mate.

4.71 (2.20)

5.82 (1.67)

-1.92 (16)

Dinner with co-workers on business trips.

2.47 (1.28)

2.76 (1.86)

-0.62 (16)

6.24 (1.15)

6.53 (0.72)

-1.77 (16)

6.00 (1.06)

6.35 (0.86)

-1.31 (16)

6.65 (0.79)

6.76 (0.56)

-0.52 (16)

6.59 (0.71)

6.82 (0.39)

-1.73 (16)

6.65 (0.70)

6.71 (0.77)

-0.24 (16)

2.76 (1.56)

2.65 (1.58)

0.30 (16)

2.59 (1.06)

2.47 (1.01)

0.40 (16)

3.59 (1.91)

3.24 (1.79)

0.92 (16)

6.47 (1.01)

6.88 (0.33)

-1.95 (16)

Infidelity

Sexuality
Females are primarily portrayed in the media
in sexually promiscuous ways.
One’s sexual history can bring pain and
insecurity to marriage.
It is important for spouses to forgive one
another for his/her sexual past.
People can have regret and shame about their
own sexual history.
It is important for people to forgive
themselves for their sexual history.
Relationships at work are harmless
relationships.
Any factors that lead to cohabitation do not
carry over into marriage.
Cohabitation is a good way to make sure a
marriage will be successful.
Sex is both a physical and emotional
experience.
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Pretest Average
Scores
M (SD)

Posttest
Average Scores
M (SD)

t (df)

Honoring one’s partner is important in
healthy sexual relationships.

6.76 (0.44)

6.94 (0.24)

-1.85 (16)

Sex is also a spiritual experience.

6.06 (1.35)

6.88 (0.33)

-2.87 (16)*

5.59 (1.18)

6.29 (0.77)

-2.95 (16)**

6.76 (0.75)

7.00 (0.00)

-1.29 (16)

5.76 (1.82)

6.06 (1.52)

-0.96 (16)

5.35 (1.90)

5.88 (1.86)

-2.05 (16)

2.06 (1.20)

1.88 (1.11)

1.00 (16)

Faith in God can change people.

6.88 (0.49)

6.88 (0.33)

0.00 (16)

God desires people to grow.

7.00 (0.00)

6.88 (0.33)

1.46 (16)

6.93 (0.26)

6.80 (0.41)

1.47 (14)

6.29 (0.85)

6.82 (0.39)

-2.73 (16)*

6.18 (0.88)

6.41 (0.71)

-0.81 (16)

6.82 (0.39)

6.82 (0.53)

0.00 (16)

6.82 (0.39)

6.94 (0.24)

-1.46 (16)

6.81 (0.54)

6.88 (0.34)

-1.00 (15)

6.75 (0.58)

6.88 (0.34)

-1.00 (15)

6.88 (0.34)

6.94 (0.25)

-1.00 (15)

6.88 (0.50)

6.88 (0.34)

0.00 (15)

6.63 (0.89)

6.88 (0.34)

-1.07 (15)

6.35 (0.93)

6.76 (0.56)

-2.75 (16)*

6.41 (0.80)

6.59 (0.62)

-0.90 (16)

6.24 (1.03)

6.65 (0.61)

-1.44 (16)

When a person is unhappy in marriage, the
chance of adultery increases.
Even in a culture driven by sex, it is possible
to remain sexually committed to one person
for an entire lifetime.
Love is when you value the happiness of
your spouse as much as you value your own
happiness.
Love is when you value the happiness of
your spouse more than yourself.
Cohabitation is virtually the same as
marriage.
Faith

Living a holy life is part of a Christian
understanding of salvation.
The characteristics of God can be imparted
into humans.
Holiness is a large emphasis of the Bible.
God desires to transform the brokenness of
the world.
Faith can have a big impact on decisionmaking.
Faith and Marriage
Faith is an important aspect of marriage.
All people have struggles—sometimes
marriage is working through struggles.
Faith in God can help couples overcome
problems.
Holy behavior can create a stronger
marriage.
The Trinity can have a big impact on
marriage.
Experiencing the cross of Jesus is a crucial
part of healthy marriages.
The brokenness of the world includes the
amount of divorce and unhappy marriages in
our culture.
Holiness can enhance healthy sexual
intimacy between husbands and wives.
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Church
People can believe in God but being part of a
church is not that important.
God has called the church to be a place of
light shining in the world.
The church is a special place that can help
me in my life.
Being with other believers on a regular basis
is important.
Church and marriage
Being part of a church is important for a
strong marriage.
Concerns about the health of marriage are
just a Christian concern and not supported by
other areas of academic research.
*p ≤ .05, **p ≤ .01, ***p ≤ .001

Pretest Average
Scores
M (SD)

Posttest
Average Scores
M (SD)

t (df)

2.65 (1.62)

2.59 (1.81)

0.13 (16)

6.82 (0.39)

6.94 (0.24)

-1.00 (16)

6.71 (0.59)

6.82 (0.39)

-1.46 (16)

6.59 (0.62)

6.82 (0.39)

-1.46 (16)

6.47 (0.62)

6.65 (0.79)

-1.00 (16)

1.88 (1.41)

1.59 (1.23)

1.05 (16)
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